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Comprehensive Water Resource Plan 
Water Plan 2000 Update 

 
 
 
 
Introduction / Background 

(Excerpt from the February 9, 1999, Comprehensive Water Resource Plan, 
Introduction) 

 
Purpose 
 
The people of Whatcom County have historically benefited from the abundance and 
availability of water resources.  This region is rich in natural beauty, renewable 
resources and plentiful fisheries.  Our community has enjoyed abundant outdoor 
recreation as well as a vibrant economy.  However, these resources and Whatcom 
County’s economic future depend on adequate and dependable supplies of clean water 
for many uses. 
 
The time has come when all government units, citizens and industry must work together 
to respond to critical and unavoidable water resource issues that will decide our future 
quality of life.  While Whatcom County is currently involved in numerous on-going water 
issues, many new, expanded commitments and obligations have been placed upon the 
County.  These include groundwater protection, Lake Whatcom management, salmon and 
shellfish recovery, and watershed planning under HB2514.  It is essential that the County 
help to develop and implement plans and programs to protect and manage the water 
supply.  All will have to work together, citizens, private businesses and organizations. 
    
In October 1998, the County administration began the development of a Comprehensive 
Water Resource Plan intended to address the new and expanding obligations.  The initial 
planning documentation provided a general overview of anticipated actions and funding 
requirements for the various water program elements.   
 
In December 1998, the County Council took decisive action to provide funding in order 
that the necessary water resource programs could begin.  At the same time, the Council 
also indicated the need for additional information and discussion as the process moves 
forward.  The purpose of this document is to: 
 

• Clearly identify our water resource management goals; 
• Provide additional details on the new and expanding programs and actions 

intended to help meet those goals; 
• Identify short and long term local responses and needed resources; and 
• Respond to specific comments and recommendations received on the initial 

Water Resource Plan. 
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Water Resource Management Goals & Objectives 
 
Development of an effective plan requires having a clear vision of the path to take.  The 
County has adopted many goals and policies related to water resource management that 
provide further guidance in what we need to achieve…  …These were all used as a basis 
for the following goals: 
 

• WATER SUPPLY GOAL: Whatcom County will have reliable and sustainable 
water supplies that support existing needs, as well as provide for reasonable 
growth and economic vitality. 
 

• FISH / SHELLFISH: Whatcom County will have in place, local programs and 
actions that protect and contribute to the enhancement of fisheries, restore 
shellfish, and satisfy ESA requirements. 
 

• SURFACE WATER MANAGEMENT: Whatcom County will have coordinated 
land use and habitat management that protects the drinking water supplies 
and provides recreational opportunities while restoring and sustaining 
natural systems. 
 

• GROUNDWATER MANAGEMENT: Whatcom County will have in place 
programs designed to protect and promote safe and healthy drinking water 
supplies. 
 

• COORDINATED PLANNING & MANAGEMENT: Whatcom County will have 
an effective water management structure that performs comprehensive 
planning and provides coordination of local, state, federal and tribal efforts 
that support diverse needs and users and promotes efficient use of available 
resources. 

 
To achieve these goals, initial objectives have been targeted.  It must be stressed that any 
quantifiable objectives are only achievable if sufficient funding is made available.   
 

• WATER SUPPLY: Whatcom County will have a locally developed watershed 
plan and implementation strategy that provides for long-term, reliable and 
sustainable water supplies by 2003.   
 

• FISH / SHELLFISH: Whatcom County will have all shellfish harvesting areas 
re-opened by 2003.  Whatcom County will implement programs and 
regulations for the protection of fish to fulfill the intent of the Endangered 
Species Act and state regulations.  
 

• SURFACE WATER MANAGEMENT: Whatcom County will have a 
stormwater plan and implementation strategy in place by 2000. 
 



– Page 3 – Water Plan 2000 Update 

• GROUNDWATER MANAGEMENT: Whatcom County will have a 
comprehensive groundwater plan and implementation strategy by 2001. 
 

• COORDINATED PLANNING & MANAGEMENT: Whatcom County will have 
an effective administrative structure for water resource management by 
November 1999. 

 
It is the intent of this plan to accomplish these goals and objectives through win-win 
solutions in partnership with all stakeholders.  Specifically measurable objectives to 
attain these goals will be developed as part of the program elements specified in this 
plan.  As much as possible, these goals should be achieved through non-regulatory 
approaches that allow the most practical and cost effective compliance with legal 
mandates. 
 
These water resource issues are dynamic and must be addressed within a context of a 
volatile political, financial and regulatory environment.  It is important to be mindful of 
this fact and expect changes.  The issues ahead are large and complex. They will not be 
solved over the course of one year but must be approached as a long-term commitment.  
Substantial, cooperative, and coordinated efforts will be required between local 
jurisdictions and partners, including the tribes and state and federal government.  
Substantial financial commitments will need to be made locally.  One of the benefits of 
this willingness to make the financial commitment locally is the opportunity to leverage 
greater financial resources from the state and federal governments.  This opportunity 
also serves to assist in preserving local discretion and control to the maximum extent 
possible… 
 
 
Each of the following sections describes the implementation status of the 1999 
Comprehensive Water Resource Plan elements.  This status report will include a 
brief summary of the issue background, a listing of 1999 accomplishments, and the 
intended activities for 2000.  An additional section is included at the end which 
expands the 1999 Plan by describing additional water resource issues that deserve 
special attention and/or coordination. 
 
The reader is advised that this document does not replace the 1999 Plan.  The Water 
Plan 2000 Update is intended to supplement the 1999 Plan and to provide focus for 
the year 2000. 
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WRIA 1 Watershed Management Project 
County Lead, Bruce Roll, Water Resources Manager  
 
Background 
 
In 1998 the State legislature passed Engrossed Substitute House Bill 2514, known as the 
Watershed Management Act.  The act provided the framework to locally plan and 
implement solutions to a variety of water related issues.  Participation in the process was 
voluntary.  In 1998, Whatcom County, in cooperation with other local/tribal governments 
and interests decided to engage in the process with the County acting as lead agency.  
Since that time local and state funding has been generated and actions have been taken 
based on requirements of the law, and subsequently signed contracts and memorandums 
of agreement. 
 
Actions have been divided into three phases: 
 
• Phase I – Organization - The organizational phase is designed to establish the needed 

structure, processes, participants, and scope of work to ensure that the watershed 
planning effort undertaken pursuant to ESHB 2514 results in all parties acting in 
unison to manage the water and fishery resource of WRIA 1.  

 
• Phase II – Assessment - The assessment phase is designed to gather key technical 

information that will be used to better understand the nature and extent of the 
problems and help evaluate possible solutions.  Specific information must be gathered 
for water quantity, water quality, instream flows, and habitat. Existing information 
will be evaluated and, as necessary, new information compiled. 

 
• Phase III - Management Plan - The management phase is intended to develop 

strategies for solving the water resource issues identified in phase II.  Such strategies 
should address water quantity, quality, instream flows, and fisheries.  Specific actions 
could include conservation, water reuse, transfers, aquifer recharge and recovery, 
establishing new instream flows, and implementation of best management practices 
for water quality.  Coordination with existing programs and efforts, particularly 
related to salmon recovery, is critical. 

 
Status of Comprehensive Water Plan Water Supply Objective 
 
“Whatcom County will have a locally developed watershed plan and implementation 
strategy that provides for long-term, reliable and sustainable water supplies by 2003.” 
   
The County has been actively working to ensure adequate water supplies through actions 
incorporated into the 2514 Watershed Project, Lake Whatcom Management Program, 
groundwater activities, and the update of the Coordinated System Plan.  Other program 
areas that are critical to ensuring adequate supplies include salmon recovery, shellfish, 
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Sound region.  Continue involvement at the ESU and state-wide level in order to 
provide a WRIA 1 perspective as state and federal goals and policies are established.  

• Inventory and Enforcement of Regulatory Compliance.  Complete the city and 
county operational and regulatory review. Implement recommended adjustments to 
local operational practices.  Discuss and consider recommended regulatory response 
amendments. 

• State Salmon Recovery Funding Board.  Continue to aggressively pursue salmon 
recovery project funding through the 2496 joint process. 

• WRIA 1 Salmon Recovery Plan.  Distribute locally the Chinook Recovery Plan 
developed by the Co-managers.  Draft and adopt a long-range salmon recovery plan 
for WRIA 1 implementation, ensuring consistency with the required recovery 
elements of a Puget Sound ESU recovery plan. 

 
Current State Response Plan 
 
(Excerpts from the September 21, 1999, Extinction Is Not An Option) 
 
A Road Map to Recovery 
Current Conditions - Regulatory Framework 
 
Although there are many laws with mandates that either directly or indirectly attempt to 
protect or restore salmon and their habitats, the troubling status of these fish is an 
indication that our existing regulatory framework and implementing agencies have been 
unable to protect salmon populations and their ecosystems. Some of the failures are due 
to the complexity and difficulty in addressing ecosystems — interconnections are either 
ignored or not well understood.  … 
 
Following are some examples of current laws which affect salmon: 
• Laws dealing with land and water use and development — State: Environmental 

Policy Act, Shoreline Management Act, Growth Management Act, Floodplain 
Management Act, Forest Practices Act, Water Pollution Control Act, Hydraulic 
Project Approval, Aquatic Lands Act, Water Code and Water Resources Act; 
Federal: National Environmental Policy Act, Clean Water Act, Federal Reclamation 
Act, Coastal Zone Management Act, Rivers and Harbors Act, Food Security Act, 
Federal Power Act, Wild and Scenic Rivers Act, and many more. 

• Laws pertinent to fish and wildlife protection — In addition to some of the above, 
such as State Environmental Policy Act and Hydraulic Project Approval: the federal 
Fish and Wildlife Coordination Act, The Northwest Power Act, the Magnuson-Stevens 
Fishery Conservation Act, The Endangered Species Act, and the Marine Mammal 
Protection Act . 

• Recently enacted legislation — Three acts passed in the last year were designed 
specifically to improve conditions for salmon recovery. These key pieces of legislation 
recognized the need for comprehensive, scientifically-based, coordinated, 
collaborative, incentive-based and locally-implemented solutions:  
! Salmon Recovery Planning Act (ESHB 2496): Passed in 1998, the Act provides 

the framework for developing restoration projects. It requires a limiting factors 
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analysis for habitat restoration be completed, and establishes a funding 
mechanism for local habitat restoration projects. It also creates the Governor’s 
Salmon Recovery Office. The office’s primary purpose is to coordinate and assist 
in the development of salmon recovery plans for Evolutionary Significant Units 
(ESUs) and submit those plans to NMFS, USFWS and appropriate tribal 
governments. The Salmon Recovery Office is obligated to prepare a State of the 
Salmon Report by December 2000. The bill also calls for the creation of an 
Independent Science Panel to provide scientific review of salmon recovery efforts 
in the state. The panel will provide independent and objective scientific advice to 
inform decision-making, separated as much as possible from economic, historic, 
cultural or political factors. This will help increase the level of credibility and 
public trust in Washington’s salmon strategy and regional 
conservation/restoration responses.  

! Watershed Planning Act (ESHB 2514): This legislation, created in 1998, 
encourages voluntary planning by local governments, citizens, and tribes for 
water supply and use, water quality, and habitat at the Water Resource Inventory 
Area (WRIA) or multi-WRIA level. Grants are available to conduct assessments of 
water resources and develop goals and objectives for future water resource 
management. 

! Salmon Recovery Funding Act (2E2SSB 5595): This legislation further developed 
concepts established in ESHB 2496. A Salmon Recovery Funding Board is 
established to localize salmon funding in one board. This Board will make 
decisions about base level allocations across regions, and will deliver funds for 
projects and activities based on a science-driven, competitive process. The 
legislation further clarified what must be considered in a Statewide Strategy to 
Recover Salmon, and directs the Governor, with the assistance of the Salmon 
Recovery Office, to submit this document to NMFS and USFWS. 

• Pacific Salmon Treaty — This Treaty is negotiated among Washington, Oregon, 
Alaska, tribes, and the federal governments of the U.S. and Canada. The outcomes of 
these discussions impact fish stocks and harvest in both western Washington and the 
Columbia Basin.  … 

 
Building Blocks for Salmon Recovery  
Federal Recovery Plans and ESA Response 
  
National Marine Fisheries Service and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (the Services) are 
required by the Endangered Species Act to develop recovery plans for listed species 
under their jurisdiction. They will also review the plans and actions taken by state and 
local governments and grant certain protections under the ESA. The Services are 
required to develop the biological standards that fish require from each of the “4 Hs” — 
habitat, hatcheries, harvest and hydropower — and also to describe how they will 
determine when fish are recovered — which is the pinnacle of the pyramid (see p.34). 
The degree of protection granted state and local governments will depend on how well 
the plans do in meeting recovery goals developed by these federal agencies. NMFS’ 
“Working Guidance for Comprehensive Salmon Restoration Initiatives on the Pacific 
Coast” identifies three overarching components of a successful restoration strategy: 
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• It’s substantive protective and conservation elements; 
• A high level of certainty that the strategy will be reliably implemented, including 

necessary authorities, commitments, funding, staffing and enforcement measures; 
and,  

• A comprehensive monitoring program. …  
 
Goal and Objectives of the Statewide Strategy to Recover Salmon 
 
Objectives 
• Develop and implement a coordinated and balanced statewide strategy … 
• Use sound scientific concepts, principles, and design approaches …  
• Collaborate with tribes, local governments, and the private sector …  
• Provide guidelines and standards for use by local governments, which, if 

implemented, will extend any ESA protections granted the state. 
• Monitor progress of state agencies and regional bodies …  
• Compile relevant components of state and regional salmon recovery and species 

management plans into responses to NMFS for specific ESU listings. 
  
The outcome of achieving these recovery objectives is not only healthy salmon runs that 
support fisheries, but also healthy streams and rivers we all depend on. This, in turn, will 
lead to compliance with the Endangered Species Act, which is vital to state and local 
economies. Strong ownership in the locally-based, geographic-specific regional salmon 
recovery plans is the key to achieving these objectives. …  
 
(Note: Access complete document and associated references through the internet at  
http://www.wa.gov/esa) 
 
Appendix: 
 
NEAT Organization Chart 
Habitat Project Committee membership 
JTAG Membership  
 
 
 
 

Shellfish Protection 
County Lead, Regina Delahunt, Environmental Health Services Manager  
 
Background 
 
As a result of bacterial surface water contamination, the State Department of Health 
(DOH) has closed shellfish harvesting in both Drayton Harbor and Portage Bay.  It is 
essential that the County take action to restore impacted shellfish beds in order to ensure 
a productive resource base for long-term use.  
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DOH classifies shellfish growing areas on the basis of comprehensive sanitary surveys.  
Each survey includes assessments of water quality and pollution sources, and also takes 
into account meteorological and hydrographic factors that may affect the presence and 
distribution of contaminants. 
 
The presence of certain levels of fecal coliform bacteria is used as the primary indicator 
of water quality.  In classifying each shellfish growing area, DOH relies on the 30 most 
recent samples taken from each sampling station located in and around the shellfish 
harvest area.  Using the Adverse Pollution Condition protocol (APC), the samples at each 
station must meet a two-part standard for water quality.  For example, the geometric 
mean of the samples cannot exceed 14 fecal coliform colonies per 100 milliliters of water 
(fc/100ml), and no more than 10 percent of the samples can exceed 43 fc/100ml. 
 
Under the National Shellfish Sanitation Program, DOH is required to sample approved 
commercial shellfish areas six times each year.  Sampling stations in both Drayton 
Harbor and Portage Bay have failed to meet these criteria and this failure has resulted in 
downgrades from the approved status to either a restricted or prohibited status.   
 
Specific local closure response plans have been developed for Drayton Harbor and 
Portage Bay to address these issues.  These closure response plans specify the actions that 
must be taken in order to protect and restore these resources.  The actions inter- relate 
with many existing water resource problems including stormwater discharge, agricultural 
runoff, municipal and on-site sewage treatment, industrial discharge and marina issues.  
The problems that we are experiencing with shellfish quality are symptoms of a very 
large problem.  Water quality in the County must be comprehensively addressed to 
ensure that the quality of our streams and rivers are such that our shellfish resources are 
no longer impacted.  The actions specified in the closure response plans must be 
completed as part of a comprehensive plan to improve surface water quality problems 
throughout the County.  All of the water quality problems must be addressed if we are to 
have a viable shellfish resource in Whatcom County in the future.  
 
Drayton Harbor 
 
In January 1995, the Washington State Department of Health (DOH) downgraded the 
classification of commercial shellfish growing areas in Drayton Harbor.  The 
reclassification was based on water quality data and a Sanitary Survey of known and 
potential pollution sources in the watershed.  In response to the downgrade, state and 
local agencies joined with other affected interests to develop the Drayton Harbor Closure 
Response Strategy, a targeted, short-term action plan aimed at controlling the pollution 
sources and restoring the water quality of the harbor.  The strategy was also designed to 
complement the more comprehensive recommendations of the Drayton Harbor 
Watershed Management Plan.  
 
Problems with water quality in Drayton Harbor have been noted in the bimonthly DOH 
sampling for some time. In 1995, the State DOH downgraded a portion of Drayton 
Harbor because the classification standards were exceeded. Overall, samples collected 
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since the downgrade in 1995 indicate that water quality in Drayton Harbor is not 
improving.  In fact, the data indicates that conditions in the harbor are actually 
worsening.  Sampling conducted by the DOH in December 1998 showed exceedingly 
high levels of fecal coliform contamination at all sampling stations in the harbor.  This 
resulted in DOH issuing a permanent closure of the harbor to shellfish harvesting on 
September 3, 1999.  
 
State DOH identified six pollution sources as a result of the Sanitary Survey that they 
conducted.  These pollution sources are: 
 
1.  Failing on-site septic systems on or near the harbor shoreline and creeks 
2.  City of Blaine sewage treatment facilities and bypasses 
3.  Storm water runoff 
4.  Blaine and Semiahmoo marinas 
5.  Agricultural practices in California and Dakota Creek watersheds 
6.  Fish processing wastewater 

 
Each of these point and non-point sources is recognized as significant, or potentially 
significant. 
 
Status of Water Resources Comprehensive Plan Objective for Shellfish  
 
“Whatcom County will have all shellfish harvesting areas re-opened by 2003.” 
 
 
1999 Accomplishments 
 
Attachment ---- provides a summary of the status of the tasks listed in the Drayton 
Harbor Implementation Strategy.  The Drayton Harbor Shellfish Protection Advisory 
Committee has been overseeing the completion of the Implementation Strategy.  A list of 
the members of the committee is also attached.  The following are notable 
accomplishments made in 1999: 
 
• A coordinated water quality program was established for Drayton Harbor.  Utilizing 

grant funding, all water quality data collected in the Drayton Harbor area has been 
consolidated into a single database for use by all entities working on the area water 
quality issues.  This will enable better assessments of the potential sources of 
pollution in the harbor. 

• Northwest Indian College fully implemented a coordinated water quality monitoring 
program to identify pollution sources and to track changes in water quality. 

• A complete survey of all onsite sewage systems (OSS) in Drayton Harbor was 
completed.  

• A low interest loan program has been established for repair of OSS failures. 
• Construction of Blaine sewage plant improvements began in July 1999. 
•  Five out of 18 dairies completed manure management plans.  Others are working to 

update existing plans. 
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• All sewer lines in the marina area were dye tested and repaired as of 3/99. 
 
Proposed Actions in 2000 
  
• Propose Drayton Harbor for TMDL study. 
• Work with DOE to insure that the Blaine Seafood Processors are meeting discharge 

limits. 
• Coordinate additional sampling in marina area with DOH. 
• Continue data analysis to determine pollution sources. 
 
Portage Bay 
 
In August of 1997, the State Department of Health (DOH) downgraded a portion of the 
Bay from approved to prohibited.  This action was necessary to protect public health.  
Previous sampling of marine water showed concentrations of fecal coliform bacteria 
above what was safe according to the state water quality standards and National Shellfish 
Sanitation Program. Sampling since that time has shown that the water quality has not 
improved and the state DOH formally reclassified additional areas of Portage Bay as 
prohibited in September 1999. 
 
Water quality is the most significant factor in determining whether clams, oysters, 
mussels and other shellfish are safe to eat.  In polluted water, shellfish accumulate 
bacteria, viruses, or toxic substances.  While the shellfish themselves appear to be 
unaffected, those who eat them can become ill. One of these common pollutants, fecal 
coliform, is the cause of the current restrictions on Portage Bay shellfish harvesting.  
Evidence has shown that the pollution in the Bay is a result of heavy bacterial loading 
from the Nooksack River Watershed. 
 
The principal source of freshwater into the bay is the discharge of the Nooksack River. 
Sampling of the Nooksack River below the bridge at Mount Baker Highway as well as 
several of its tributaries intersecting below that point, are impaired by excess levels of 
fecal coliform.  Nearly 40% of the monthly samples collected by the state Department of 
Ecology in the lower Nooksack River between 1993 to 1996 exceeded the established 
water quality standards for a Class A stream (100 fecal coliform colonies/100ml). Other 
studies show similar results.   
 
The State Department of Health identified six potential sources of fecal coliform 
pollution in its August 1997 Sanitary Survey of Portage Bay.  Four of these sources of 
pollution were considered key sources which must be addressed in order to restore the 
shellfish resource.  These are:  
 
 
1.  Agriculture; 
2.  On-site septic system; 
3.  Sewage treatment plants; and  
4.  Storm water runoff. 
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Each of these point and non-point sources is recognized as significant or potentially 
significant.  As a result of the shellfish downgraded by DOH, a local closure response 
strategy for Portage Bay was established to address the areas of key pollution sources.  
See Appendix   for an up date of the actions.  The Portage Bay Shellfish Protection 
District Advisory Committee have been overseeing implementation of the actions.  A list 
of the members is in Appendix -----. 
 
1999 Accomplishments 
 
• 17 daries completed manure management plans and 45 are updating current plans. 
• Additional enforcement personnel have been working in the Nooksack watershed to 

ensure compliance with CAO and other clean water legislation. 
• Cooperative agreements were reached between EPA, DOE and Whatcom County 

regarding enforcement roles related to farming activities. 
• Work was begun on the Whatcom County Comprehensive Storm water program. 
• OSS Survey completed in Marietta/Country Lane/Rural Ave. area. 
• OSS O&M program adopted by BOH and OSS regulations revised to allow for 

program implementation. 
• Northwest Indian College implemented comprehensive coliform sampling in the 

Nooksack. 
• Implemented Education and Outreach activities for general public and dairy 

producers. 
 
Proposed Actions for 2000  
 
• Review STP permits, operations and Q/A plans to ensure compliance with discharge 

limits. 
• Continue coordinated water quality monitoring program. 
• Continue educational outreach. 
• Continue work with dairies to ensure compliance with manure management. 
 
Appendix: 
 
Citizen Committee membership 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



– Page 17 – Water Plan 2000 Update 

Lake Whatcom Management 
County Lead, Sue Blake, Water Resource Planner  
 
Background 
 
Lake Whatcom is large multi-purpose reservoir that is the source of drinking water for 
the City of Bellingham, Water District 10, several other smaller water 
districts/associations, and about 250 homes that draw water directly from the Lake.  All 
told, the lake provides water to about half the population of Whatcom County.  There is 
continued interest in expanding the delivery of water from Lake Whatcom to other areas 
of the County where supplies are limited. 
 
Lake Whatcom is a multiple use lake and watershed.  In addition to providing water for 
drinking, commercial and industrial uses, the lake is used for boating, swimming, and 
fishing. The majority of the watershed is forested, mainly surrounding the large 
southernmost portion of the lake.  Other land uses include residential development 
(approximately 10,000 homes are located within the watershed), limited agriculture and 
commercial development, parks, and other public facilities. The on-going management 
challenge is trying to determine the extent to which these practices can occur while 
maintaining safe, clean drinking water.  The challenge is further increased by possible 
requirements related to the Endangered Species Act, tribal water rights, and the potential 
impact these issues may have on how the City’s diversion from the Nooksack River is 
operated.  

 
The City of Bellingham and Water District 10 are responsible for ensuring drinking water 
standards are met for their customers.  To date water supplies have consistently met 
standards.  The ability to continue to economically meet drinking water standards 
requires maintaining source water that requires minimal treatment.  For this reason the 
City of Bellingham maintains an on-going source water monitoring program. Other 
agencies including Western Washington University, Department of Natural Resources, 
Department of Fish and Wildlife, Department of Ecology, Water District 10, and 
Whatcom County, have also conducted monitoring, studies, and/or evaluations of the lake 
and watershed.   
 
Lake Whatcom is a complex system with three distinct basins. Basin 1 is the most 
developed portion of the watershed.  Several recent studies and reports identify a number 
of water quality concerns in this basin including long-term trends showing degradation.   
 
Basin 2 is currently less developed and water quality is higher than in Basin 1.  The 
intake for the City of Bellingham is located in this basin.   
 
There is general agreement that water quality in Basin 3 of the Lake remains high by 
most conventional measures although fisheries concerns have been identified by some.  
Basin 3 contains 96% of the volume of water in the Lake and the intake for Water 
District 10.  
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A variety of agencies, organizations, and individuals play a role in managing and 
protecting Lake Whatcom.  In an effort to coordinate efforts of these various players, an 
interjurisdictional management program was established in 1990 involving three of the 
key agencies, the City of Bellingham, Whatcom County, and Water District 10.  The 
relationship was formalized in 1998 through passage of an interlocal agreement.   
 
 
1999 Accomplishments 
 
In January 1999, the County Council, City Council, and Water District 10 
Commissioners passed a resolution jointly adopting the 1999 Lake Whatcom 
Management Program.  The program identified actions in many areas including 
stormwater, urbanization/land use, watershed ownership, education, and data 
management.  A brief summary of 1999 accomplishments is provided below. The 
summary does not include all of the actions accomplished by the various jurisdictions.  In 
addition to the joint programs, each agency has a variety of programs related to Lake 
Whatcom that they pursue independently (e.g. the City has an extensive monitoring 
program). These independent programs are not included in the summary of 
accomplishments 
 
Urbanization/Land Development 
 
• The Whatcom County Planning Commission passed four actions related to Lake 

Whatcom: a transfer of development rights (TDR) ordinance; revisions to Title 20 
that would provide an overlay zone for the watershed; revisions to the stormwater 
ordinance designating Lake Whatcom as a Special District and requiring on-site 
stormwater facilities for all new construction and remodels – single family homes are 
currently exempt; and revisions to the land clearing ordinance requiring reduced 
thresholds for review, additional mechanisms for inspections, phased clearing, and 
changes to cover protections consistent with State requirements.  The County Council 
is currently reviewing all of the proposals brought forward by the Planning 
Commission. 

• Dwelling unit projections and impervious surface estimates have been completed for 
existing and proposed development within the Lake Whatcom watershed. 

• The watershed maps have been updated to include 1999 assessors records for parcels 
in the watershed. 

• The County has been working with Sudden Valley in their development of a density 
reduction plan. 

• The County has developed a map and database summarizing the type and location of 
development activities that have occurred in 1999 in the watershed. 

• A map of major landowners has been developed. 
• An erosion control survey was conducted throughout the watershed. 
 
Stormwater Management 
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• Consultants were hired in February to implement Phase I of the Comprehensive 
Stormwater Management Program. 

• Stakeholder Interviews: Interviews were conducted with various local government, 
state agency, utility provider, and other individuals/non-profits to identify 
issues/concerns, perspectives and preferences on management options, perspectives 
on funding, early action projects, and preferred approaches for being kept updated 
and involved.  A summary report was written and is being used to target future 
actions. 

• Early Actions Projects: An list of early action projects was developed based on 
stakeholder interviews and other comments received.  Actions which have currently 
been taken in response to recommendations include:  increased enforcement staff in 
the watershed; an evaluation of County and City road and ditch maintenance activities 
by the consultant, assessing options for improving the performance of the Park Place 
Pond, development of a maintenance and operation workshop; and a pilot project in 
which the County will look at alternative design approaches for managing roadside 
drainage on an existing County road. Discussions continue regarding high priority 
actions that should be pursued immediately. 

• Inventory:  Preliminary inventory work has been conducted and a database and map 
is available that identifies private (and some public) stormwater facilities in the 
watershed. 

• Water Quality Report: A draft Water Quality Report is should be sent to the Peer 
Review Committee in November.   

• Peer Review Committee: The Peer Review Committee has been identified. 
 
Community Outreach/Education 
 
• A website has been developed and maintained to provide information on Lake 

Whatcom (www.whatcom.wsu.edu) 
• An educational mural was painted on the trailer at Bloedel Donovan that holds spill 

response equipment.  
• Public Joint Special Legislative Meetings and quarterly Management Committee 

meeting were held and aired on local cable access. 
• Quarterly written and verbal updates were provided to legislative bodies. 
• Sehome High students conducted interviews with long-time residents to document 

historical perspectives of life around the lake.  A display has also developed that 
incorporates the student’s work. 

• An intern was hired to investigate the potential for a demonstration/interpretive center 
at Bloedel Donovan Park. 

• The Water Whys Newsletter was used to provide quarterly updates on Lake Whatcom 
activities. 

• Notebooks covering information on the Management Program were completed and 
distributed to legislative representatives, the Bellingham/County Library, and District 
10 office. 

• A Lake Whatcom Citizen Committee has been established that will report to the 
Management Committee. 
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• An informational display on alternative landscape surfaces was setup at the Home 
Show.  

• A “What’s New” update was sent to the building community alerting them to 
proposed changes to County land use regulations. 

• An educational/informational workshop was held for the Whatcom County Planning 
Commission and other elected officials to provide them with information on land use, 
water quality perspectives, and stormwater management. 

• A Lake Whatcom Management Program logo was developed. 
 
Spill Response and Hazardous Materials 
 
• A portable weather station was purchased for use by the Specialized Emergency 

Response Personnel in responding to spills 
• Spill equipment is being restocked at the various storage sites in the watershed. 
• A trailer that will hold spill containment equipment was purchased and located at 

Bloedel Donovan Park.  
• A map has been developed that identifies fire districts and stations that response to 

spills in the watershed.  Spill response equipment that is held at each station has been 
identified. 

 
Data and Information Management 
 
• Updates/abstracts for watershed related reports have been written and database 

updated. 
• An intern has been hired in cooperation with the Institute for Watershed Studies to 

compile and summarize historic information that exists in the Institutes files. 
• The County has hired a consultant to undertake the “y” road landfill assessment.  

Phase I of the assessment is expected to be completed in 2000. 
• The bathymetric map of the lake is being updated in coordination with the Bureau of 

Reclamation. 
• Existing fecal coliform information for Silver Beach Creek and Austin Creek has 

been compiled and mapped as the first step in determining if additional monitoring is 
needed. 

• A report on potential water quality concerns related to Canada Geese was developed 
and will be used to evaluate possible future needs. 

• The City, in cooperation with Western Washington University, has conducted water 
movement studies in Lake Whatcom. 

 
Utilities and Waste Management 
 
• Goal 9 (Solid Waste) and Goal 16 (On-site Waste Systems) were reviewed to 

determine the extent to which additional work was needed.   
• Solid Waste: : Two elements of the original goal have been completed: on-site waste 

burial is prohibited and landfills are prohibited as part of the proposed overlay zone.  
The two remaining elements of the original goal are underway: the “Y” Road landfill 
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assessment and education efforts directed at the proper disposal of household waste. 
and landfills are prohibited as part of  the proposed overlay zone.  

• On-site Waste Systems: Element one of the original goal was completed/ongoing: 
prioritizing complaint response system. Element two, which involves an operational 
permit system, is under review but not compatible with the current system. Element 
three, the survey of older residences, is completed. Element four, which involves 
proper use and maintenance of the system, is ongoing and includes the latest action 
which was approval of an operation and maintenance work plan by the Board of 
Health in 1999.  Element five, related to system additives, is addressed by providing 
system owners with State Health additive information in the materials they are 
provided.  The final element remains to be evaluated. 

  
Forestry 
 
• The Management Committee wrote DNR to request several actions related to forest 

management within the watershed including adding a water quality component to the 
Watershed Analysis.  A reply was received. 

• The County, City, and District participate in the legislatively established Committee 
that will report to DNR in November.  

 
Conservation 
 
• The City of Bellingham, Water District 10, and Georgia Pacific have updated their 

joint 1998/1999 Conservation Plan. 
• A survey of household water use has been completed and local and statewide data has 

been summarized and graphed. 
• An outdoor water audit kickoff meeting was conducted. 
• A pilot water meter program was investigated and will be implemented in 2000. 
• Water audit kits have been purchased and are available to schools, businesses, and the 

public for water auditing. 
• A new award was designed and created for the Whatcom in Bloom competition. 
• Water conservation articles were published in WaterWhys, WWIN, the City of 

Bellingham newsletter, and Whatcom Watch. 
 
Other 
 
• The County has hired an additional staff position to assist in the Lake Whatcom 

Management Program. 
• Background information has been collected regarding boating in preparation for 

action at a later date. 
• As part of the background work needed to develop criteria and identify possible 

geographic areas for public ownership, information from groups such as the Land 
Trust, Natural Heritage Foundation, and Watershed Initiative has been compiled. 
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Proposed Actions for 2000 
 
The Draft 2000 Program was developed based on the following considerations: 
• Adopted Goals, Policies, Action Items: Adopted policy direction was a key factor 

used to develop the 2000 work program.  Policy direction comes from the 1992 
jointly adopted resolution, County Comprehensive Plan, City Comprehensive Plan, 
and Water District 10 Comprehensive Water Supply Plan.  

• Input from Public, Agencies, Staff, Others: Many comments and recommendations 
were received from individuals, agencies, staff, committees, and organizations.  
These recommendations were summarized and used to develop the existing program.  
The legislative bodies have received copies of all recommendations that were 
received. 

• Known/Potential Water Quality Concerns: The draft program focuses on actions on 
known or potential concerns.  At this time nutrients inputs (particularly phosphorus), 
fecal coliform, and "other” contaminants of concern have been identified in various 
reports.  

• Prioritization on Stormwater, Urbanization/Land Use, Public Ownership: In 1999 the 
legislative bodies identified these three program areas as the highest priority for 
action.  It is assumed that they remain the priority areas unless directed differently. 

• Uncompleted 1999 Program Elements: Some tasks within the 1999 work Plan may 
not be completed this year.  Those that may not be completed were reviewed included 
in the 2000 Work Plan as appropriate. 

 
Based on the above considerations, actions are identified in ten program areas:  
1. stormwater management 
2. urbanization/land use 
3. watershed ownership 
4. community outreach 
5. data and information management 
6. spill response and hazardous materials 
7. recreation 
8. utilities and waste management 
9. transportation 
10. forestry/fish/wildlife 
 
The complete 2000 draft work program can be found within the “Lake Whatcom 
Management Program 2000”, which can be obtained from the Whatcom County Water 
Resources Division, the City of Bellingham Council office, and the Water District No. 10 
office.  The final 2000 work program is expected to be adopted on December 16, 1999, 
during a joint meeting involving the three entities. 
 
 
 
 



– Page 23 – Water Plan 2000 Update 

Appendix: 
 
Lake Whatcom Management organizational structure chart 
 
 

Groundwater Protection & Management 
County Lead, Regina Delahunt, Environmental Health Services Manager  
Background 
 
Whatcom County residents rely heavily on groundwater for drinking water, agriculture, 
and commercial and industrial needs.  Groundwater also plays an important role in 
maintaining stream flows.   
 
Many studies have been conducted related to groundwater quality in Whatcom County.   
These studies have revealed that there are many water quality issues particularly in the 
northern portion of the County.  In general, groundwater in Whatcom County is very 
vulnerable to contamination because much of the County’s groundwater lies within a 
shallow unconfined aquifer.  Activities that occur on the surface of the ground directly 
affect groundwater quality.  Shallow wells that draw water from unconfined water table 
aquifers are at highest risk.  Below is a listing of key facts related to groundwater quality 
in Whatcom County.  

 
! Nitrate contamination is the major concern for groundwater in the County.  

 
! The Blaine Sumas Aquifer has been impacted by agricultural and other activities 

causing both nitrate and pesticide contamination problems in drinking water supplies. 
Though there is some variation in study results, approximately 20% of wells have 
levels of nitrate above the MCL of 10 ppm, with 40 – 50% of wells with levels that 
exceed half the MCL. 

 
! Nitrate concentrations in some (particularly shallow) wells can vary significantly 

throughout the year.  Concentrations can range from less than the MCL to well over 
the MCL depending on when the sample is taken. 

 
! The main sources for excess nitrate in drinking water have been determined to 

include improper application of commercial fertilizers, improper animal manure 
applications, and improperly designed, installed or maintained septic systems. 

 
! The presence of pesticides, such as the soil fumigants Ethylene Dibromide (EDB) and 

1,2 –Dichloropropane (1,2-DCP), and Dibromochloropropane (DBCP) have been 
well documented since the mid-1980s.  

 
! Limited data for wells sampled in 1991 and 1998 suggests that levels of the soil 

fumigants in well water may be decreasing.  However results from sampling 
conducted in 1998 and revealed that soil fumigant levels above the MCL still exist in 
several private wells. 
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! Sources of soil fumigants appear to be associated with historic commercial 

applications of EDB, 1,2 – DCP and DBCP to fields prior to growing potatoes or 
berries.  These fumigants were used to control worms in the soil that attack the roots. 
EDB and DBCP were banned from use in the 1980’s and production of 1,2-DCP was 
discontinued in 1991.  

 
! Bacterial contamination is also a concern.  Many shallow private wells test positive 

for the presence of coliform bacteria.  This indicates improper well construction or 
sealing. 

 
! Some areas of the county including Lummi Island has naturally occurring arsenic 

levels in groundwater that is some instances exceeds drinking water standards. 
 

! Certain areas within the Lummi Reservation have problems with saltwater intrusion 
 
Status of the Water Resources Plan Groundwater Objective  
 
“Whatcom County will have a comprehensive groundwater plan and implementation 
strategy by 2001.” 
 
 
1999 Accomplishments 
 
• Leukemia study completed.  The study found no common factors, including drinking 

water sources among the cases studied. 
• EPA completed the Site Investigation to determine if there was a point source related 

to the North county fumigant contamination.  No point source was discovered.  
Agricultural application of fumigants most likely was the cause of the contamination 

• DOE completed additional sampling of the north county area.  A more complete 
assessment of the contamination problem was obtained. 

• ATSDR completed an exposure assessment related to dermal and inhalation exposure 
to fumigants. 

• ATSDR completed a health assessment of the north county groundwater.  The health 
assessment addressed nitrates, fumigants and coliform bacteria. 

• USGS completed additional sampling in the North County relating levels of 
fumigants to historical application data. 

• DOE completed a preliminary assessment of alternative water supply options for the 
north county area impacted by fumigant contamination in the groundwater. 

• Whatcom County completed a fumigant database and completed mapping of all data 
related to nitrate and fumigant contamination. 

• Information related to health risk associated with nitrates and fumigants was mailed 
to north county residents. 

• DOH completed an assessment of the water supply for all migrant labor camps in 
north Whatcom County. 

• DOH completed additional sampling of private wells in the north county area. 
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• DOH notified public supplies in the North County of the need to test for organic 
contaminants. 

 
Proposed Actions for 2000 
 
• Complete the determination of appropriate supply options for the North County and 

implement the option selected. 
• Continue providing educational materials to the community related to fumigants, 

nitrates and coliform contamination. 
• Propose drinking water supply regulations that address required testing in areas of 

known contamination prior to new construction or sale of a residence. 
• Conduct arsenic testing in areas of the county suspected of having naturally elevated 

levels. 
• Continue efforts to implement Integrated Pest Management efforts specified in the 

Abbotsford Sumas International Task Force Agriculture Plan. 
• Continue to work with dairies to develop Farm Management Plans. 
• Examine the benefits of designating the Sumas aquifer a Groundwater Management 

Area (GWMA). 
• Participate with DOH in studies to determine health effects of high levels of nitrate in 

infants. 
 
 

Coordinated Planning & Management 
County Lead, Bruce Roll, Water Resources Manager  
 
Background   
 
As outlined in the County’s Comprehensive Water Resource Plan there is a need to 
develop a coordinated water resource management/planning structure in Whatcom 
County. This will be accomplished through the creation of the Water Resources Division 
and the efforts of the County’s Water Team. It is the charge of Water Resources and  
County’s Water Team to: 
 

• ensure adequate coordination of water-relate issues and efficient use of staff 
between departments 

• develop a mechanism for annual and long term program planning to achieve 
water resource goals and 

• coordinate with other jurisdictions and partners outside County government 
   
In addition, to coordinated planning and management efforts, there is also a need to 
develop important support activities. These activities include, data/information 
management, financial management, and project management. Collectively, Water 
Resources and the County’s Water Team will develop a framework for efficiently 
addressing water-related needs in Whatcom County.   
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Status of Comprehensive Water Plan Coordinated Planning Objective 
 
“Whatcom County will have an effective administrative structure for water resource 
management by November 1999.” 
 
During 1999, a number of Water Resources staff positions were hired in order to develop 
an administrative structure for water resource  management. These positions are 
described in the 1999 accomplishments and put into place the infrastructure to 
accomplish this objective.  As we move into 2000, the role of each of these newly hired 
position will be defined and the coordinated management of the elements outlined in the 
Comprehensive Water Resource Plan will be implemented.        
  
 
  
1999 Accomplishments  
 

• Division Secretary hired in May 1999. 
• Water Resources Manager hired in September 1999. 
• Water Resource Planner hired June 1999.  
• PIE coordinator hired October 1999.  
• Water Resources provides administrative and facilitation support to the 2514 

planning process. 
• Water Resources Manager assumes lead role as administrative representative 

in the 2514 planning process.  
   
Proposed actions in 2000 
 

• Coordinate the update of County Comprehensive Water Resource Plan and 
add sections as needed (e.g. storm water).     

• Identify existing GIS needs for Water Resources. 
• Identify available County GIS resources and recommend appropriate 

staff/equipment needed to meet Water Resources needs. 
• Coordinate Lake Whatcom Management work teams through the inter-

jurisdictional management structure.  
• Support and coordinate the recently developed Marine Resource Committee.  
• Develop divisional administrative infrastructure to support the needs of Water 

Resources staff.      
• Create centralized Water Resource informational clearing-house for water-

related initiatives.  
• Work with departments to review existing roles related to water resource 

management and make recommendations for the any organizational changes 
that may be needed to ensure coordination and efficiency.    

 
Appendix: 
 
County Water Resource Division staff 
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County Coordinated Water Team names / duties 
 
 

Public Education & Involvement 
County Lead Craig MacConnell, Cooperative Extension Chair 
  
Background 
 
The Whatcom County Comprehensive Water Plan states: 
 

“It is the intent of this plan to accomplish these goals through win-win 
solutions in partnership with all stakeholders.  As much as possible, these 
goals need to be achieved through non-regulatory approaches that allow 
us to find practical and cost effective compliance with legal mandates.” 

 
These goals require an informed and educated public that has many opportunities for 
participation and involvement in addressing the County’s water resource issues.   
 
 
Actions in 1998 - 1999 
 
• Initiated development of a long-range education and public involvement plan for 

WRIA1 watershed planning effort, which will create audience specific educational 
objectives and methods. 

• Created and maintained internet sites for 
• WRIA1 watershed planning;  http://wria1project.wsu.edu 
• Lake Whatcom    http://lakewhatcom.wsu.edu 
• Drayton Harbor & Portage Bay  

shellfish districts:    http://whatcomshellfish.wsu.edu 
• Cooperative Extension’s web site  http://whatcom.wsu.edu/environ 

• Expanded professional staff to support water resource education needs by: 
• Hiring on Oct. 25, 1999 a Program Specialist  - Watershed Education & Public 

Involvement staff person in Cooperative Extension to support the PIE needs for 
the Whatcom County Comprehensive Water Plan. 

• Hiring on August 1, 1999, in partnership with Washington State University, a 
Nutrient Management Extension Educator to address education and research 
needs related to dairy waste and water quality. 

• Conducted educational programming for commercial agriculture to create awareness 
and management practice changes on: 
• Nitrogen Management of Raspberries for Yield and Groundwater Protection 
• Groundwater Conditions in Whatcom County 
• Groundwater Investigations by the USGS in Whatcom County 
• Toxicology of Groundwater Contaminants 
• 1998 Integrated Pest Management Trials with Raspberry Growers 
• Using the IPM Decision Making Guide For Raspberry Growers 
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• Pesticide Application Equipment Setup & Maintenance 
• Hosted Salmon Town Hall meeting to build awareness of Salmon & ESA 
• Using an ad-hoc advisory committee, developed a Salmon Steward volunteer 

educator curriculum 
• Implemented the education section of the Lake Whatcom Management Plan 

including: 
• Conducted a decision maker (elected officials & planning commissioners)  

workshop on stormwater and Lake Whatcom 
• Developed and distributed “What’s New” fact sheets informing the building 

community of changes in land use regulations 
• Developed Lake Whatcom Past Perspectives display 

 
 
Planned Actions for 2000 
 
• Continue expansion of education and public involvement efforts on the internet 

through: 
• Cooperative Extension’s web site  http://whatcom.wsu.edu/environ 
• WRIA1 watershed planning;  http://wria1project.wsu.edu 
• Lake Whatcom    http://lakewhatcom.wsu.edu 
• Drayton Harbor & Portage Bay  

shellfish districts:    http://whatcomshellfish.wsu.edu 
• Implement components of the education section of the Year 2000 Lake Whatcom 

Management Plan including: 
• Homeowner nutrient & pesticide related environmental protection 
• Audience specific education focused on high priority issues 

• Establish a Integrated Pest Management program to address environmental protection 
from pesticides, including agricultural and home uses. 

• Guide the completion of the development of the long term WRIA1 Watershed 
Planning Education Plan 

• Begin implementation of the long term WRIA1 Watershed Planning Education Plan 
with preliminary priorities of: 
• Planning Unit caucus education 
• Planning effort awareness and understanding for the general public 
• Information dissemination to decision makers  

• Develop and implement an educational program for Endangered Species/Salmon/Bull 
Trout for the general public and other priority audiences 

• Develop and implement an educational program directed to reducing animal manure 
impacts on the environment 

 
 
 
Appendix: 
 
Website Homepages for,   
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Additional Water Resource Program Issues and  
Coordination Needs 
 
 
In addition to the above matters addressed in the 1999 Comprehensive Water Resources 
Plan, the following program areas are of similar importance.  They were not included in 
the previous Plan since they were not new or expanding programs for calendar year 1999.  
They are summarized here in order to provide additional information to the reader as well 
as to emphasize the importance of coordination with the above programs. 
 
 
 
Flood Control Zone District (Flood Hazard Management)  
County Lead,   
 
Background 
 
Following the severe floods of 1989 and 1990, in 1992 Whatcom County created the 
county-wide Flood Control Zone District (FCZD), including both incorporated and 
unincorporated areas of the County.  The FCZD is a quasi-municipal corporation that is a 
separate legal entity from the Whatcom County government.  Even though this legal 
separation exists, the Whatcom County Council and the County Executive (Board of 
Supervisors) and the Public Works Department (staff) perform the governance and 
administrative support for the district. 
 
The primary purpose of the FCZD is flood hazard management.  Revenue generated to 
for this purpose is accomplished in two ways: (1) a county-wide uniformly applied 
service charge; and, (2) supplemental revenue generated within localized Diking Districts 
and Sub-Flood Districts where specific local project activity is planned. 
 
In November, 1999, the Lower Nooksack River Comprehensive Flood Hazard 
Management Plan (CFHMP) was adopted and is now the guiding document for future 
programs along the lower Nooksack River, and is the template for flood hazard programs 
within the balance of the district. 
 
The goals of the CFHMP are: 
 
• Protect lives. 
• Minimize damage to public and private property and to public resources. 
• Provide a comprehensive understanding of the river. 
• Propose projects with a positive environmental benefit. 
• Maintain ongoing jurisdictional involvement and cooperation. 
• Emphasize long-term solutions. 
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• Minimize public expenditures related to flooding. 
 
While the primary purpose of the FCZD is flood hazard management, the district is 
allowed to address a wide variety of water resource issues.  Due to this ability, revenue 
generated by the district is currently utilized to finance the majority of efforts identified 
within the Comprehensive Water Resources Plan, and this financial relationship is 
expected to continue for the next three years. 
 
Current Status / Short Term Actions  
 
The CFHMP describes a number of proposed project activities.  However, with the listing 
of salmon under ESA it has become extremely difficult to design, permit, and construct 
repairs and improvements within any scope or timeline certainty.  Due to this, there have 
been limited expenditures for “on-the-ground” projects.  It is expected that once amended 
permitting procedures and design standards are finalized significant application of 
resources towards improvement and repair activities will occur. 
 
While it has been difficult to complete “on-the-ground” projects, other recommended 
elements of the CFHMP are moving forward more rapidly.  And in many cases 
completion of some of these tasks is critical in resolving some of the regulatory issues.   
These additional recommended elements of the CFHMP that will receive substantial 
attention and/or completed during 2000 include: 
 
• Hydraulic modeling and alternatives analysis 
• Preliminary engineering and design of capital improvement projects 
• Meander limit identification and adoption 
• Sediment management strategy development 
• Floodplain mapping and land use in the flood plain 
• Land and easement acquisition program development 
 
In addition to the items noted above, a significant function of the FCZD is organized 
response during flood events.  A substantial reserve fund exists primarily for the purpose 
of flood event response efforts and for post flood event recovery.   
 
Appendix 
 
FCZD Advisory Committee Members 
Sub-Flood Zone District Advisory Committee Members 
Diking District Board Members 
FCZD Administrative Procedures and Current Service Charges 
Assigned County Staff 
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Comprehensive Stormwater Management Program 
County Lead, Jeff Monsen, Director of Public Works  
 
Background 
 
Whatcom County is one of many entities required to manage stormwater within the 
context of the 1994 Puget Sound Water Quality Management Plan.  Originally developed 
as a part of the Puget Sound Water Quality Authority, this plan and subsequent 
amendments and short term work plans are currently being developed and monitored by 
the Puget Sound Water Quality Action Team, in coordination with the Department of 
Ecology. 
 
Local comprehensive stormwater programs are required to include: 
 

• Ordinances containing minimum requirements for new development and re-
development 

• Technical manual containing source control and treatment BMP’s  
• Operation and maintenance programs and ordinances 
• Education programs 
• Growth management planning and interlocal coordination 
• Identify and rank significant water pollution storm drains 
• Investigate and correct problem storm drains 
• Water quality response program 
• Adequate funding 
• Local coordination agreements 
• Inspection, compliance, and enforcement measures 
• Implementation schedule 

 
 
With the recent ESA listings and shellfish bed closures, the above required local 
stormwater response must include measures and associated monitoring of the relationship 
between local stormwater management and the other issues described within the 
Comprehensive Water Resource Plan. 
 
Adopted Plans / Policies 
 

• Manage stormwater runoff to minimize surface water quality and quantity 
impacts. 

 
• Maintain or enhance, when appropriate, natural drainage systems and natural 

water storage sites in order to better protect water quality, moderate water 
quantity, minimize environmental degradation, and reduce public costs. 

 
• Limit the alteration of natural drainage systems and natural water storage sites 

without acceptable mitigating measures.  Such measures should not significantly 
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degrade water quality or fish and wildlife habitat, and should not increase hazards 
to the community. 

 
• Support the use by resource industries, such as agriculture, forestry, and mineral 

resource extraction, of management practices that minimize erosion and 
sedimentation and significantly reduce pollutants.  

 
• Evaluate the role of watersheds in the maintenance of water quality and quantity 

and determine what cumulative impacts development activity may have on 
watershed hydrology. 

 
• Develop specific stormwater management programs for each drainage basin 

within the county’s jurisdiction which may be impacted by urban levels of 
development.  Recognize the Lake Whatcom Watershed as a high priority in this 
effort.  Coordinate efforts with the Lake Whatcom Management Committee 
program.   

 
• Establish, as a high priority, a stormwater maintenance program which assures 

that stormwater systems function at or near design capacity. 
 
• Minimize the amount of impervious surface whenever practicable by using 

natural engineering design methods such as the use of open, grassed street swales 
instead of curbs and gutters.  Where feasible, encourage alternate surfacing 
options. 

 
 
Current Status / Short Term Actions  
 
Ordinances - The Whatcom County stormwater management codes are similar to but are 
not equivalent to the Ecology Model ordinance.  The County is in the process of 
addressing some of the DOE recommendations starting with the Lake Whatcom 
watershed.  The County will also continue to process actions recommended by the 
Planning Commission.   
 
The County stormwater ordinance adopts by reference the County Development 
Standards.  The Development Standards are similar to but not equivalent to Ecology’s 
Technical manual.  The Stormwater Ordinance and Standards will be reviewed and 
revised as necessary to ensure compliance with State minimum requirements, especially 
in light of ESA requirements. 
 
Technical Manual - The County Standards make direct reference to the use of Ecology’s 
BMPs, however there are differences in the application, design, and use of BMPs.  
Ecology is in the process of updating their BMPs and a new draft manual is now 
available for review. 
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The County will review it’s BMPs and compare them to BMPs in the new Ecology 
manual.  If there are differences between the BMPs, modifications will be made to the 
County’s BMP or justification provided as to why they are different but equivalent. 
 
Operations and Maintenance - The County currently conducts and operation and 
maintenance program consisting of: 
 
• Ditch cleaning and mowing 
• Selected catch basin cleaning; and 
• Pipe culvert repair and replacement   
 
County ditch and road cleaning procedures are being evaluated in the Lake Whatcom 
watershed as part of the development of a comprehensive stormwater program.  
Recommendations for changes make result from this evaluation.  The County is in the 
process of updating its inventory of facilities in the Lake Whatcom watershed, and a 
recent inventory of private facilities has been completed. 
 
The County will target the following actions to comply with O/M requirements: 
 
• Evaluate the pros and cons of expanding the current operation and maintenance 

program to include inspection of private systems and enforcement 
• Clearly document and as necessary expand upon O/M policies and procedures  
• Evaluate and expand upon as necessary countywide inventory of stormwater systems 
• Evaluate and recommend actions and funds needed to ensure adequate O/M of public 

and private facilities 
 

Education - The County is involved in a variety of stormwater related education efforts 
including: 

• Project specific, informal education 

• The development and implementation of watershed specific programs beginning with 
the Lake Whatcom watershed.  The Lake Whatcom program includes on-going 
efforts such as:  

! targeting residents, developers, decision-makers, spillers, and others potentially 
affecting water quality (specific audiences are involved in developing the 
programs) 

! As part of the development of the Lake Whatcom Comprehensive Stormwater 
Program, resources have been allocated specifically toward public education and 
involvement in the process.  Education/involment efforts have/will include: 
stakeholder interviews, workshops, written updates/materials distributed through 
written, verbal, and electronic media, and other avenues as necessary  

• Development of educational/informational material for distribution with building 
permits 
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• Activities targeted by the interjurisidictional Whatcom Watershed Information 
Network 

 

Growth Management Planning - The County Comprehensive Land Use Plan developed 
under GMA includes numerous goals, policies, and action items related to stormwater 
management, surface water, and groundwater protection.  These goals, policies, and 
action item build upon the Ecology basic and comprehensive stormwater requirements.   
 
The potential need for capital facilities is being evaluated beginning with the Lake 
Whatcom watershed.  The County will also continue to work with existing programs and 
jurisdictions to address stormwater program needs, including potential capital facility 
needs. 
 
Identify and Rank Pollution Sources and Local Coordination - County efforts include: 
 
• Participation in the 2514 watershed planning process.  One element of this process is 

to conduct a comprehensive evaluation of sources, water quality data (including 
additional monitoring), and modeling/loading estimates. 

• Participation in the development/review of Source Protection Plans for Lake 
Whatcom and the Nooksack basin.  These plans include an inventory and ranking of 
pollutant sources. 

• Development and implementation of the Lake Whatcom Management Program.  The 
program includes data/information elements and development of a Comprehensive 
Stormwater Program.  The stormwater program will include an inventory of the 
stormwater facilities/drainage systems, identification of priority sources, and an 
identification of problems. Recently, an inventory of private facilities in the 
watershed was completed. 

• Participation in a variety of other programs that seek to inventory and identify 
sources, and recommends strategies to reduce pollutants (both preventative and 
corrective).  Such programs include as shellfish programs, groundwater protection 
strategies, and salmon recovery efforts. 

 
Adequate Funding - Funding for stormwater related activities come from the general 
fund, road fund, and flood fees.  Long-term mechanisms to fund stormwater programs is 
being examined as part of the Lake Whatcom Comprehensive Stormwater Program. 
 
The County must review staffing and resource needs related to stormwater requirements.  
Based on the needs identified, a long-term funding mechanism should be designed and 
implemented to address the high priority areas first. 
 
Inspection / Enforcement - Whatcom County has developed a draft code enforcement 
ordinance that would coordinate and streamline the code enforcement process.  A 
temporary enforcement staff position was approved for the Lake Whatcom watershed. 
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Implementation Schedule – By the end of 2000 adoption of a variety of policy and 
operational adjustments are intended to be reviewed and adopted to come into 
compliance with current state requirements.  This cannot be said for any state or federal 
regulatory changes that may occur unexpectedly during 2000. 
 
Appendix 
 
7/16/99 Letter from DOE 
 
 
Marine Resources 
County Lead, Bruce Roll, Water Resources Manager 
 
Background  
 
In 1998 the Northwest Straits Commission was established by Congress (HR 3461)  to 
provide an ecosystem focus on the marine resources of the Northwest Straits to help 
mobilize science to focus on key priorities, and to guide and provide resources to county 
Marine Resources Committees (see Murray-Metcalf Northwest Straits Citizens Advisory 
Commission Report to Convenors). An outgrowth of this commission was the 
development of local marine resource committees. Whatcom County Council recognized 
a need to protect the local marine environment and on May 18th, 1999 established the 
Whatcom County Marine Resources Committee.   
 
The mission of the Whatcom County Marine Resource Committee, guided by sound 
science and the needs of the Northwest Straits marine ecosystem, is to address local 
marine issues, recommend remedial actions to local authorities, and build local awareness 
of the issues and support for remedies consistent with the Benchmarks for Performance 
set out in the Murray-Metcalf Northwest Straits Citizens Advisory Commission Report to 
Convenors. 
 
This mission is further defined in the attached ordinance establishing the Whatcom 
County Marine Resource Committee.  
 
Actions in 1999 
 
! Formulation of the Whatcom County Marine Resource Committee. 
! Passage of Whatcom County Ordinance appointing members of broad-based 

expertise and interests. 
! Securing of a $10,000 start-up grant from the Northwest Straits Commission. 
! Selection of a chairperson for a one year term. 
! Selection of  Whatcom County NWSC representative 
 
Planned Actions in 2000 
 
! Identify and implement early action items for funding in 2000. 
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! Identify and prioritize marine resource needs within Whatcom County. 
 
Appendices: 
 
Murray-Metcalf Northwest Straits Citizens Advisory Commission Report to Convenors, 
Whatcom County Resolution Establishing a Marine Resource Committee for Whatcom 
County, List of Committee Members.   
 
 
 
 
Coordinated Water System Plan 
County Lead, Regina Delahunt, Environmental Health Services Manager 
 
Background 
 
The 1993 Whatcom County Coordinated Water System Plan (CWSP) was developed 
under the authority and requirements established by the Coordinated Water System Act 
(Chapter 246-293 WAC).  The Public Water System Coordination Act, (Chapter 
70.116RCW) establishes a procedure for the State's water utilities to coordinate their 
planning and construction programs with adjacent water utilities and other local 
governmental activities.  This Act specifies that the DOH or the County legislative 
authority may declare an area within a County as a Critical Water Supply Service Area 
(CWSSA).  The two primary objectives of the Act are: 
 
• To coordinate development of water utilities within a given geographical area, and 
• To integrate water system planning and development with land use planning in a 

given geographical area. 
 
These objectives are met through the coordinated efforts of water utilities and local and 
state agencies.  The CWSP articulates water policy for Whatcom County and is the 
official guide for water system development. 
 
Based upon an assessment of water systems in the county and their problems, in 1990, 
the County Council made a preliminary determination that the majority of the County 
should be declared a CWSSA.  A Water Utility Coordinating Committee (WUCC) was 
then established to recommend boundaries for the CWSSA and to prepare a CWSP.  In 
1991, the County Council declared all of Whatcom County a Critical Water Supply 
Service Area and the WUCC began preparation of the CWSP following the requirements 
defined by the Coordination Act and the associated DOH Guidelines. 
 
The Whatcom County CWSP was completed in 1993.  It consists of two parts: Individual 
Water System Plans and an Area Wide Supplement.  The Individual plans are prepared 
by the individual utilities and must address specific system needs and be consistent with 
the CWSP.  The Area Wide Supplement addresses issues such as Design Standards, 
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Service Area Declarations, Utility Service Review Procedures, Satellite System 
Management Programs and Future Water Supplies. 
 
The County Council approved 1993 CWSP but due to issues related to Growth 
Management and Lummi Water Negotiations, DOH was not able to approve the 1993 
plan.  Since the plan was never formally approved by DOH, implementation of the plan 
was incomplete. 
 
In 1998, DOH provided funding to complete an update of the 1993 CWSP so that DOH 
approval could be given.  The WUCC was reconvened and worked through 1999 to 
complete and update of the 1993 plan. 
 
The Coordinated Water System Plan (CWSP) represents the continued efforts of 
Whatcom County in managing the County's potable water resources according to all 
applicable State and County public policy.  The recent CWSP update provides a further 
refinement of process and strategy for existing water utilities to provide quality, 
responsive service in a manner that supports the Growth Management Act and the 
County's Comprehensive Plan. 
 
Adopted Plans/Policies: 
 
The following plans and policies have been adopted in Whatcom County and relate to the 
CWSP and its implementation: 
 
• Critical Water Supply Service Area Designation for all of Whatcom County 
 
• County Council Adoption of 1993 CWSP 
 
• Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan 
 
• Individual Water System Service Area Designations 
  
 
 
Current Status: 
 
The draft update is complete and brings the 1993 CWSP into compliance with current 
state law.  Additional areas were also updated.  The revision of the 1993 Draft CWSP has 
been completed and includes: 
 
• Revision of the appeals process to comply with language of E2SSB 5448. 
 
• Incorporation of satellite management procedures into the Utility Service Review 

Procedure (USRP). 
 



– Page 38 – Water Plan 2000 Update 

• Coordination of USRP design standards and service area responsibilities with the 
County's land use plans and policies. 

 
• Revision of Public Water Supply service area boundaries as needed. 
 
The draft update will be presented to County Council in early 2000 for approval and then 
submitted to the DOH for approval.  Once approved by DOH, implementation of the 
provisions of the revised CWSP will be necessary. 
 
Other Activities: 
 
In conjunction with the CWSP process, Health and Human Services is completing a 
project to locate and map all public water system wells utilizing GPS and GIS 
technology.  This should be completed in 2000. 
 
Short-term County Actions: 
 
• Have WUCC approve revisions to CWSP and present it to the County Council for 

approval. 
 
• Obtain completed Service Area Designations from all Public Water Systems. 
  
• Map Service Area Designations.  
 
• Map Well Head Protection areas.  
 
• Begin implementation of adopted CWSP.  
 
• Assure all new and expanding systems comply with the Minimum Design Standards 

identified in the CWSP. 
 
• Initiate the resolution process when an applicant or a utility files an appeal. 
 
• Implement the new USRP procedures for all water availability requests.  
 
Long-term Direction: 
 
• Complete implementation of CWSP and elimination of conflicting language between 

the CWSP and other county land use documents. 
 
• Incorporate source protection requirements mandated by State and federal 

government for water utilities with protection strategies developed for County 
Comprehensive Plan Goal 11F. 
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• Establish an agreement with Whatcom County PUD, Water District 10, and other 
interested Satellite System Management Agency candidates to manage failing water 
associations that fall into receivership.  

 
Full implementation of the CWSP will require some additional staff resources in both the 
Health and Human Services Department and Planning and Development Services 
Department in the coming years.  It will also be necessary for the two departments to 
coordinate efforts and delineate roles and responsibilities in relation to implementation of 
the CWSP. 
 
 
 
Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan 
County Lead, Sylvia Goodwin, Planning Division Manager 
 
Background 
 
The 1990 Washington State Growth Management Act Planning Goals (RCW 
36.70A.020) were adopted to guide the development and adoption of comprehensive 
plans and development regulations of those counties and cities that are required or choose 
to plan under RCW 36.70A.040.  While a number of the 13 GMA goals relate directly 
and indirectly to water resources, goal (10) Environment specifically refers to water 
quality and water availability:   
 

Goal (10) Environment.  Protect the environment and enhance the state's high 
quality of life, including air and water quality and the availability of water. 

 
The Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan, adopted in 1997, includes considerable 
background information regarding water resources and numerous goals and policies 
related to water quality and availability.  Water Resources information and goals are 
located primarily within Chapter Eleven—Environment, but are also included in chapters 
relating to Land Use, Utilities, Resource Lands, Recreation and Economy.  (See appendix 
G-2 of the Comprehensive Water Resource Plan for Comprehensive Plan goals and 
policies relating to water resources.) 
 
The Comprehensive Plan recognizes that water resources within the County provide 
natural beauty, recreation, habitat for fish and wildlife, water for drinking, agriculture and 
industry, and other benefits essential to the quality of life and economic health of the 
community.  The Water Resources section of the plan provides the following background 
information regarding the water resources in Whatcom County: 
 

Whatcom County has 16 major freshwater lakes, 3,012 miles of rivers and 
streams, over 37,000 acres of wetlands, 134 miles of marine shorelines, and 
aquifers containing an undetermined amount of groundwater.  These water 
resources serve multiple uses including providing a source of drinking water for 
the people of Whatcom County.  Surface water sources such as Lake Whatcom 
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and the Nooksack River provide water to about half the county residents with the 
remainder relying on groundwater either from individual wells or from about 250 
public water systems.  Agriculture relies on both ground and surface water for 
irrigation, drinking water for livestock, and facility wash down.  Businesses and 
industries may also require water, sometimes in substantial quantities, for non-
potable as well as potable supplies.  Water is also essential to meet many of what 
are referred to as "in-stream" uses such as for recreation, shellfish growing and 
harvesting, habitat for fish and wildlife, aesthetics and other benefits. 
 
Groundwater is contained in aquifers, which are subterranean layers of porous 
rock or soil.  Most aquifers are replenished by rainwater, though some may 
contain water trapped during glacial periods.  Aquifers are often integrally linked 
with surface water systems and are essential for meeting in-stream water needs 
such as for drinking water, agriculture and industry.   

 
Rainfall that does not soak into the ground or evaporate is regarded as surface 
water and runs into drainage courses, streams, wetlands, rivers, lakes and the 
Strait of Georgia.  Natural drainage systems have many important functions, 
including storing excess water flow, purifying surface water, recharging 
groundwater, conveying water and supporting important biological activities.  
As more areas in Whatcom County are being urbanized, natural water 
resource systems are being replaced with built systems. 

 
The Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan describes surface and groundwater quality 
problems in many areas of Whatcom County and recognizes the legal limitations in 
obtaining water, the need for better information about the physical characteristics and 
availability of the resource, and the importance of  coordination between and within 
jurisdictions regarding water issues. The plan calls for long term resolution of the 
numerous, complex and changing water issues requires actions in many areas.   
 
Current Status 
 
The County Comprehensive Plan is implemented through the following Whatcom County 
development regulations:  
• Whatcom County Critical Area Ordinance,  
• State Environmental Policy Act (SEPA) Regulations, 
• Whatcom County Shellfish Protection Districts, 
• Manure and Agricultural Nutrient Management regulations, 
• Whatcom County Shoreline Management Program,  
• Official Whatcom County Zoning Code, 
• Whatcom County Subdivision Regulations, 
• Whatcom County Development Regulations. 
 
The comprehensive plan also includes “Action Plans” in each Chapter, which are the 
basis for annual work programs, including code amendments, research projects, interlocal 
agreements with Cities or Special Districts, public education programs, staffing, and 



– Page 41 – Water Plan 2000 Update 

budget decisions.  A number of the Comprehensive Plan Action Plan recommendations 
have been incorporated into other programs described in the Water Comprehensive Plan, 
including the Lake Whatcom Management, Shellfish Protection, Stormwater, Flood 
Control, and Coordinated Water System Plan programs.  
 
1999 Accomplishments 
 
• The Lake Whatcom Water Resource Protection Overlay Zone was drafted and 

adopted to prohibit or restrict certain uses likely to impact water quality, reduce 
impervious surfaces and require more stringent development standards and review of 
development in the Lake Whatcom Watershed.. 

• Amendments were drafted to the County Transferable Development Rights program 
and Lake Whatcom Watershed was designated as a sending area for Transferable 
Development Rights. 

• Amendments to Title 21 Subdivision regulations were drafted, and will likely be 
adopted in 2000.  These regulations establish water system requirements for new 
subdivisions, require public water systems in areas of known groundwater 
contamination, require compliance with critical area regulations and require that 
critical area notes be recorded with the final plat.   

• Agricultural Nutrient Management Ordinance was adopted to reduce water quality 
impacts of dairy waste application and storage. 

• Increased code enforcement activity was possible due to the addition of two code 
enforcement officers.  Enforcement efforts were directed toward agricultural nutrients 
and the Lake Whatcom Watershed. 

• The City of Blaine aquifer recharge area was removed from the City Urban Growth 
Area and policies were adopted to protect this area from future development. 

• The Drayton Harbor Area was designated as a provisional Short Term Planning Area 
to allow for the development of a sewer program to replace failing septic tanks in the 
area and was also designated as a Stormwater Special District to require better 
stormwater planning for new development. 

• Permanent zoning was adopted for the Lummi Reservation, reducing density from the 
interim zoning to a level of development more consistent with available water supply. 

• Text amendments were adopted to better define the procedures for approval of water 
and sewer lines and water storage tanks. 

• Draft update of Coordinated Water System Plan was completed.  (See previous 
section for additional detail.) 

• Review of Water and Sewer Comprehensive Plans prepared for Cities Districts for 
consistency with the Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan and Coordinated Water 
System Plan. 

• Interlocal agreements were adopted between the County and the Cities of Bellingham, 
Lynden, Ferndale and Sumas, including provisions for joint watershed planning and 
extension of utilities within Urban Growth Areas. 

• The Geographic Information System (GIS) was utilized to develop an improved data 
base for water resource planning, fisheries habitat protection and enhancement, and 
Lake Whatcom management. 
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Proposed Actions in 2000 
 
• Continued use of the GIS to map and analyze water resource data. 
• Consideration of a Water Resource Protection overlay district for Lake Samish, 

similar to the one developed for Lake Whatcom. 
• Public information program to encourage the use of TDRs to reduce density in the 

Lake Whatcom Watershed. 
• Continued work on stormwater standards (see section on stormwater for greater 

detail) 
• Continued work to complete and adopt Coordinated Water System Plan (See detail in 

CWSP Section.) 
• Increased Code Enforcement in the Lake Whatcom Watershed through a temporary 

code enforcement position funded through the first quarter of 2000. 
• Complete Interlocal Agreements between Whatcom County and the Cities of Blaine, 

Noosack and Everson to address development, utilities and watershed management 
issues in the City UGAs and aquifer recharge areas. 

• Begin work to update Shoreline Management Program to comply with state 
requirements, once adopted.  First phase will include considerable inventory and 
mapping of shoreline resources. 
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