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2.0 ALTERNATIVES
2.1

Introduction

Whatcom County is preparing a Comprehensive Plan Update in accordance with the Growth
Management Act (GMA). Whatcom County is required to complete its review and update of the
Comprehensive Plan elements, development regulations, and Urban Growth Areas (UGAs) by June 30,
2016. As part of the Comprehensive Plan and Development Regulations Update and UGA review, the
County and cities of Bellingham, Blaine, Everson, Ferndale, Lynden, Nooksack, and Sumas are
undertaking a process to allocate population and employment growth to UGAs and the area of the
county outside of UGAs. As a result of the Comprehensive Plan and Development Regulations Update
and associated UGA review, the County is considering amendments to County Comprehensive Plan goals
and policies, UGA boundaries, land use maps, and other plan elements, as well as development
regulations (zoning, critical areas ordinances, etc.). In turn, the seven cities of Whatcom County are also
anticipated to consider amendments to their own plans and regulations, and may use this
Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) as a basis for their respective reviews as allowed under the State
Environmental Policy Act (SEPA).
This Chapter describes four alternatives studied in the Draft Environmental Impact Statement (Draft
EIS):



Alternative 1: No Action. Assumes that the existing Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan and
associated growth projections are carried forward; this represents a lower growth option (48,630
population growth).



Alternative 2: Historic Shares. Allocates growth to each UGA and the area outside the UGAs using
recent historic population shares (68,111 population growth, which is the Washington State Office
of Financial Management (OFM)’s medium projection).



Alternative 3: Multi-Jurisdictional Resolution (Resolution 2014-013). Allocates growth requested by
the cities and County as approved by the County Council (74,781 population growth).



Alternative 4: Targeted Land Use Change. Proposes a higher countywide population projection,
apportioned similarly to the Multi-Jurisdictional Resolution (86,149 population growth).

Employment would also vary by alternative within a range of 26,372 to 41,506 new jobs. UGA infill and
boundary changes are considered in all alternatives to different degrees based on land capacity
assumptions and city or county preferences, except that the No Action Alternative would continue the
present boundaries.
All alternatives would amend County plans and regulations to meet the County’s eight-year GMA review
and evaluation requirements, except for the No Action Alternative, which presumes a continuation of
current plans and regulations.

2.2

Background

Study Area
The County lies in the northwest corner of both the State of Washington and the United States; it is
bounded on the north by the Canadian border, on the east by Okanogan County, on the south by Skagit
County, and on the west by the Strait of Georgia and Bellingham Bay. The County encompasses
approximately 2,120 square miles. The County has a 2014-estimated population of 207,600 (OFM 2014).
The unincorporated population in 2014 is 88,822 (43%) and the incorporated population equals 118,778
(57%). The planning area for this Draft Environmental Impact Statement is the western third of the
County (see Figure 2.2-1). Mount Baker National Forest and North Cascades National Park occupy
approximately two-thirds of the County's total area and lie to the east of the County Planning Area.
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Figure 2.2-1. Study Areas

Source: Whatcom County Assessor, 2014; BERK Consulting, 2014.
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The majority of residents live in the western third of the County. Urban areas include cities and
unincorporated UGAs. Bellingham, with an estimated 2014 population of 82,810, is the County's largest
city (OFM 2014).
All 10 existing UGAs are listed below and shown in Figure 2.2-1.
Bellingham
Birch Bay
Blaine
Cherry Point
The map identifies the following:

Columbia Valley
Everson
Ferndale

Lynden
Nooksack
Sumas



City limits. Representing incorporated boundaries (see Figure 2.2-1, gray shaded areas). All cities are
included in the UGAs.



Unincorporated portions of UGAs (see Figure 2.2-1, purple shaded areas). Intended for urban
growth. Cities and the County plan for these areas to meet long-term community goals. Within
these areas property owners may request annexation.



UGA Reserve Areas (see Figure 2.2-1, yellow shaded areas). Lands that may be a logical extension of
an UGA in the future if Comprehensive Plan criteria for inclusion in the UGA are met.



Suitability Analysis Areas (see Figure 2.2-1, red shaded areas). Smaller geographic areas adjacent to
UGAs that may be appropriate for future urban growth. These areas are studied to inform decisionmaking on UGA boundaries.

2.3

Purpose of this Draft Environmental Impact Statement

The County is considering the environmental implications of the Comprehensive Plan and Development
Regulations Update and Urban Growth Area (UGA) review in this Environmental Impact Statement (EIS).
Generally, an EIS is an informational document that provides the county, cities, public, and other
agencies with environmental information to be considered in the decision-making process for a plan,
program, or new development. It also allows residents, businesses, and other government agencies to
comment on proposals and alternatives. An EIS describes: proposed actions and alternatives; existing
conditions of the study area; impacts that may occur if an alternative is implemented; mitigation
measures to reduce or eliminate impacts; and potential significant, unavoidable, and adverse impacts.
An EIS that evaluates planning-level proposals, such as changes to a comprehensive plan or zoning
regulations, is referred to as a nonproject EIS. A nonproject EIS does not evaluate the impacts associated
with a specific development project. Because implementation of land use plans and policies or
regulations can result in a range of impacts to the built and natural environment from development
occurring consistent with them, a nonproject EIS emphasizes a comparison of alternatives (Washington
Administrative Code (WAC) 197-11-442). This EIS for the Comprehensive Plan Update, UGA review, and
Development Regulations Update contains an analysis of potential environmental impacts associated
with adoption of each of the proposed alternatives. Individual development projects occurring under
the updated Comprehensive Plan and development regulations will be subject to additional State
Environmental Policy Act (SEPA) review in accordance with state and local rules, as applicable.
This Draft EIS considers potential environmental impacts at both the countywide and smaller area levels
of detail.



County Planning Area (see Figure 2.2-1, full extent). In general, environmental analysis has been
conducted at a countywide and cumulative level for the County Planning Area that applies to the
western third of the County and excludes National Forest land. In certain cases, where possible and
where additional information may assist decision-making, smaller area analyses have been provided,
such as the UGA Study Area, UGA Reserves, Suitability Analysis Area, and Non-UGA Study Area
(described below).
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UGA Study Areas (see Figure 2.2-1, gray shaded areas). Some of the environmental analysis is
broken down by UGA, which includes both the city and its associated unincorporated urban land, or
if unassociated with a city, the whole unincorporated County UGA (e.g., Birch Bay, Cherry Point, and
Columbia Valley).



UGA Reserve Areas (see Figure 2.2-1, yellow shaded areas). UGA Reserves are identified in the Draft
EIS and include those areas which appear to be suitable for future inclusion in the respective UGA.
Expansion of UGAs into the Reserve Area may occur if Comprehensive Plan criteria for inclusion in
the UGA are met.



Suitability Analysis Areas (see Figure 2.2-1, blue shaded areas). This Draft EIS includes a suitability
analysis of each existing unincorporated portion of a UGA, UGA Reserve, and a potential expansion
area around a given UGA. In some cases the suitability areas outside of the UGA are distinguished
separately from the designated UGA or UGA Reserve in the analysis. The suitability analysis provides
an evaluation of smaller geographic areas based on specific factors. This analysis is intended to
inform decision-making on UGA boundaries and a preferred alternative in the Final EIS. (Please see
Chapter 3 for an additional description and findings of the suitability analysis.)



Non-UGA Study Area (see Figure 2.2-1, all areas outside above study areas). Some of the
environmental analysis pertains to the unincorporated rural and resource lands located outside of
the UGAs in the County Planning Area. For the purposes of this Draft EIS, “non-UGA area” is used as
a generic phrase to include all areas outside of the UGAs.

Scoping Process
Whatcom County conducted a scoping process allowing written comments and testimony to help define
alternatives and the scope of the EIS. The initial scoping period was 21 days consistent with the State
Environmental Policy Act implementing rules (WAC 197-11), beginning March 3 and ending March 24,
2014. In response to a public request, the County added two more weeks to the scoping period, closing
it ultimately on April 7, 2014. In addition to a written comment period, Whatcom County held a scoping
public hearing on March 18, 2014 at 7:00 pm, in the County Council Chambers at the Whatcom County
Courthouse.
Appendix A summarizes the comments received. After consideration of scoping comments, Whatcom
County has included the following areas for discussion in the EIS:
Earth, air quality, water resources, plants and animals, land and shoreline use, plans and
policies, population, housing and employment, cultural resources, transportation, and
public services and utilities.
For each natural and built environment topic, a comparative evaluation of alternative courses of action
is included in Chapter 4 of the EIS. Alternatives described in this chapter review different rates and
shares of growth and consider each jurisdiction’s planning preferences.
Based on the scoping comments received, the following list identifies broad themes and how they are
addressed in the EIS:



UGAs. As a result of scoping comments, the EIS summarizes information for the County’s evaluation
of UGAs, including growth patterns, sizing, assessment of the ability to serve the UGAs with public
services and capital facilities, and current and proposed plans related to the UGAs. The EIS also
describes the suitability of different UGAs through a suitability mapping approach. The potential
measures to direct growth from rural and resource lands into UGAs are also addressed qualitatively
in the EIS.



Fish and Wildlife Habitat Conservation Areas. The EIS provides a qualitative analysis appropriate to
the areawide non-project EIS including common impacts due to habitat alteration or habitat loss
due to increased population and employment growth, comparing the land use alternatives at a
planning level while noting areas that are fish and wildlife habitat conservation areas, and potential
habitat corridors.



Water Resources. Commenters were concerned about groundwater and surface water resources.
The effects of growth to surface and groundwater resources, including quality and quantity, is
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addressed in a broad manner in the EIS under each alternative and draws on information from local
and state plans and studies.



Air Quality and Climate Change. Some commenters requested additional analysis of greenhouse gas
emissions from land use, in addition to vehicle miles travelled. The EIS addresses at a nonproject
level the implications of each alternative growth pattern on air quality and greenhouse gas
emissions. The EIS broadly compares the alternatives’ potential to contribute to air quality, including
greenhouse gas emissions, based on a comparison of projected vehicle miles traveled and estimates
of emissions from land uses.



Range of Growth Projections. Commenters requested a range of growth projections be studied as
alternatives, with some preferring lower range or higher range growth assumptions. SEPA provides
flexibility to define alternatives for nonproject EIS’s, including the need to describe a range of
alternatives rather than all possibilities, and the ability to keep to a general level of detail (WAC 19711-442). Chapter 2 describes a reasonable range of alternatives, intended to serve as the
“bookends” of the analysis. By studying these bookends, there is more flexibility for the County to
respond to public comments and make policy decisions, and to then design appropriate mitigation
measures.

Public Comment Opportunities
The County has issued this Draft EIS with a 45-day comment period. It is anticipated that a Final EIS will
be issued in summer 2015. The Final EIS will contain responses to comments received during the
comment period.
The County has and will host public meetings on the Comprehensive Plan. For a summary of past
meetings and notices of future meetings, please see the County’s website for more information:
http://www.whatcomcounty.us/pds/plan/lr/compplan/updates.jsp.

Prior Environmental Review
Prior environmental review was conducted during the preparation and amendment of the
Comprehensive Plan over the last 10 years as documented below:



Final Environmental Impact Statement. 10-Year Urban Growth Area Review. October 2009. Seattle,
WA. Prepared for and Issued by Whatcom County. Prepared by ICF Jones & Stokes.



Final Supplemental Environmental Impact Statement, Foothills Subarea Plan. December 19, 2008.
Prepared and issued by Whatcom County Planning and Development Services.

Relevant information from these documents was considered in this Draft EIS, where appropriate.

2.4

Proposal Objectives

As part of describing proposed actions and alternatives, the State Environmental Policy Act (SEPA)
requires a description of proposal objectives and features in the Draft Environmental Impact Statement
(EIS). Agencies are encouraged to describe a proposal in terms of objectives, particularly for agency
actions to allow for consideration of a wider range of alternatives and measurement of the alternatives
alongside the objectives.
The Comprehensive Plan, Development Regulations Update, and UGA review objectives are:



Fulfill the Growth Management Act (GMA) requirements for the eight-year review of the
Comprehensive Plan.



Provide for coordinated and consistent growth management planning between the County and
cities.



Accommodate the urban growth (population and employment) projected to occur in the succeeding
20-year planning period.



Consider incentives and regulations that encourage a greater share of growth in urban areas.
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Conserve designated resources lands.



Make necessary changes to the Plan for internal consistency including growth policies,
transportation, and capital facilities.



Consider updated policies and regulations to implement the Comprehensive Plan land use
designations and to achieve or increase quality of life in the County.

Protect critical areas to promote environmental quality and manage growth consistent with the
GMA.

2.5

Alternatives Description

Overview
Four alternatives are considered in this Draft Environmental Impact Statement (EIS), testing a range of
growth allocations and policy and regulatory updates:






Alternative 1: No Action
Alternative 2: Historic Shares
Alternative 3: Multi-Jurisdictional Resolution (Resolution 2014-013)
Alternative 4: Targeted Land Use Change

Table 2.5-1 summarizes the key elements included in each alternative.
Table 2.5-1. Feature Comparisons by Alternative
Alternative

Urban/Rural
Pop Growth
Share

Population
Growth

Employment
Growth

Potential
UGA
Boundary
Expansion

Policy & Code
Update

1 No Action

86%/14%

48,630

31,092

No Change

No

2 Historic Shares

76%/24%

68,111

26,372

2 UGAs

Yes

3 Multi-Jurisdictional
Resolution (Resolution
2014-013)

85%/15%

74,781

36,029

3 UGAs

Yes

4 Targeted Land Use
Change

85%/15%

86,149

41,506

8 UGAs

Yes

Source: BERK Consulting, 2014.

Each alternative is described below, followed by subsections addressing population and employment
growth, Urban Growth Area (UGA) boundaries, policy and code updates in greater detail.

Alternative 1: No Action
Alternative 1 would maintain the current Comprehensive Plan and development regulations in Whatcom
County. The present land use plan would continue, as shown in Figure 2.5-1. Alternative 1 would
include no UGA boundary changes or Comprehensive Plan land use Plan changes. There would be no
policy or regulation changes. New population and employment growth allocations would not be made
and the present remainder of growth for the period 2013-2029 would instead occur by 2036. The
average annual growth rate would be 0.9%, less than the State Office of Financial Management (OFM)’s
medium (most likely) forecast. The Alternative 1 share of rural population growth would be the least of
the alternatives studied (14%). Current programs to lessen rural and resource land growth would
continue without change, such as the present Purchase Development Rights (PDR) and Transfer of
Development Rights (TDR) programs, the Agricultural Protection Overlay (APO) that encourages
clustering and retention of agricultural activities, and the County’s Agricultural Strategic Plan (Whatcom
County 2011).
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Alternative 2: Historic Shares
Alternative 2 would amend the Comprehensive Plan and development regulations to address Growth
Management Act (GMA) review and evaluation results as required by the Revised Code of Washington
(RCW) 36.70A.130(1)(c):
The review and evaluation required by this subsection shall include, but is not limited to,
consideration of critical area ordinances and, if planning under RCW 36.70A.040, an
analysis of the population allocated to a city or county from the most recent ten-year
population forecast by the office of financial management.
Growth would be similar to OFM’s medium growth forecast but allocated based on historic shares of
population (2000-2010) and current (2010) shares of employment. This results in the greatest share of
rural growth among the alternatives (24%), though the great majority of growth would still occur in
UGAs (76%). Two UGAs would be expanded: Birch Bay and Nooksack.
With this alternative, the County would prepare policy and regulation changes consistent with the eightyear GMA review, and continue to implement existing growth management tools for urban and rural
growth.

Alternative 3: Multi-Jurisdictional Resolution (Resolution 2014-013)
Alternative 3 would amend the Comprehensive Plan and development regulations to address GMA
review and evaluation results, similar to Alternative 2.
To help identify local preferences for growth, the County and each city consulted members of the public
and their legislative bodies on initial growth allocations. These are reflected in a multi-jurisdictional
resolution adopted by the County (Resolution 2014-013). Bellingham would accommodate its higher
allocations through intensification of its land use through upzones such as with additional mixed use
villages and through higher densities. Ferndale would rely on its plans for Downtown and its Planned
Action to intensify growth within present boundaries. After first accommodating growth in UGAs and
finding a lack of capacity, UGAs would be expanded at Birch Bay, Lynden, and Nooksack.
There would be a lesser share of rural growth (15%) and a greater UGA share (85%). To help achieve a
lesser rural share of growth, this alternative includes a menu of options for urban and rural density
policies and code changes to redirect growth from rural and resource lands to UGAs.

Alternative 4: Targeted Land Use Change
Alternative 4 would amend the Comprehensive Plan and development regulations to address GMA
review and evaluation results. Population growth in this alternative is higher than in Alternative 3, based
on a review of migration trends, but less than the OFM’s high projection for the County. It is allocated
similarly to the Multi-Jurisdictional Resolution. Employment growth would also be allocated in a manner
similar to the Multi-Jurisdictional Resolution, but 15% higher. All city UGAs, plus Birch Bay and Columbia
Valley, would require expansion, except for Blaine, under this alternative. There would be a lesser share
of rural growth (15%) and a greater UGA share (85%). This alternative also includes options for urban
and rural density policies and code changes similar to those in Alternative 3.
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Figure 2.5-1. Whatcom County Alternative 1 No Action Comprehensive Land Use Plan

Source: Whatcom County, 2014.
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Population by Alternative
The alternatives propose population growth using the low, medium, and high projections developed by
the Washington State Office of Financial Management (OFM) in 2012:



Alternative 1 assumes an average annual growth rate (AAGR) that is close to Whatcom County’s
lowest AAGR, experienced in recessionary/recovery times; extending the current Comprehensive
Plan assumes a nearly 0.9% AAGR, similar to the 0.8% experienced between 2008 and 2013.



Alternative 2 assumes a growth rate lower than historical averages, and is the same as the OFM’s
medium (most likely) projection.



Alternative 3 assumes population growth that is greater than the OFM’s medium projection, but still
lower than the County’s AAGR either for the last 10 years or last 20 years (2000-2010 and 19902010).



Alternative 4 assumes a growth rate that is greater than Alternative 3 as well as the OFM’s medium
projection, but still lower than the County’s AAGR either for the last 10 years or last 20 years.

Each alternative would predominantly focus growth in UGAs and have a relatively lesser share of nonUGA growth ranging from 14-24%. A summary of the projected urban and non-urban population is
provided in Table 2.5-2 and Figure 2.5-2 below.
Table 2.5-2. Population Growth by Alternative: 2013-2036
Average
Annual
Growth
Rate

UGA Growth

Non-UGA
Growth

Total
Growth

0.9%

42,036

6,594

48,630

Low growth, 86% to UGAs / 14% to non-UGA
areas, no boundary changes or Comprehensive
Plan land use changes.

Historic Shares

1.3%

51,792

16,319

68,111

Moderate growth, allocated by 2000-2010 growth
shares, 76% to UGAs / 24% to non-UGA areas,
minor UGA expansion.

3

MultiJurisdictional
Resolution
(Resolution
2014-013)

1.4%

63,564

11,217

74,781

Higher growth, 85% to UGAs / 15% to non-UGA
areas, moderate UGA expansion and increased
residential densities in infill areas.

4

Targeted Land
Use Change

1.5%

73,227

12,922

86,149

Highest growth, 85% to UGAs / 15% to non-UGA
areas, more aggressive UGA expansion and higher
allocation of single family housing.

Alt

Name

1

No Action

2

Description of Growth Pattern

Sources:
1.

No Action Alternative current Comprehensive Plan projections are based on the following methods and data sources: After
the 2010 Census, OFM corrected its 2008 population estimates information, which changed the base year numbers
compared to Comprehensive Plan Table 4. To address the change, the Comprehensive Plan 2008-2029 growth allocations
were added to the new OFM 2008 base, creating an updated 2029 total. Year 2013 population was then subtracted from
the new 2029 total resulting in new net growth figures by UGA or areas outside of UGAs for 2013-2029. For purposes of
the No Action Alternative, the net growth is applied to the period 2013-2036. Year 2013 population estimates rely on the
OFM estimates for the cities and 2010 census blocks, plus permits between 2010 and 2013 for non-city areas.

2.

Whatcom County Population and Employment Projections and Urban Growth Area Allocations Phase I Technical Report,
BERK, November 1, 2013 provided a range of forecasts under consideration as alternatives were formulated.

3.

Whatcom County Resolution 2014-013 documents the Multi-Jurisdictional Resolution and collective growth
projections.
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Figure 2.5-2. Population Growth UGA and Non-UGA Totals
by Alternative, 2013-2036

Source: BERK Consulting, 2014.

Each alternative growth allocation is distributed to each UGA and to non-UGA areas (see Figure 2.5-3). In
all alternatives, Bellingham has the greatest percentage of growth. Other cities collectively have the next
largest share, with Ferndale and Lynden greater among them. The non-UGA share is greatest in
Alternative 2, matching historic shares between 2000-2010. Non-UGA growth is less prominent in
Alternatives 1, 3, and 4, compared to UGA growth.
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Figure 2.5-3. 2013-2036 Population Growth Shares
Allocated to UGAs and Non-UGA Areas by Alternative

Alternative 1
No Action

%

Alternative
2 Historic
Shares

%

Alternative 3
MultiJurisdictional
Resolution

%

Alternative 4
Targeted
Land Use
Change

%

UGAs
Bellingham

19,751

41%

28,398

42%

35,918

48%

41,378

48%

Birch Bay

3,156

6%

6,414

9%

5,500

7%

6,336

7%

Blaine

3,985

8%

2,698

4%

4,414

6%

5,085

6%

Cherry Point

(43)

0%

0

0%

0

0%

0

0%

Columbia Valley

926

2%

1,345

2%

1,345

2%

1,549

2%

Everson

1,113

2%

898

1%

1,242

2%

1,431

2%

Ferndale

7,583

16%

5,402

8%

6,833

9%

7,872

9%

Lynden

4,160

9%

5,063

7%

6,403

9%

7,376

9%

801

2%

930

1%

1,035

1%

1,192

1%

Nooksack
Sumas
UGA Total
Non-Urban Growth Area
Total Net Growth

Average Annual Growth Rate

606

1%

644

1%

874

1%

1,007

1%

42,036

86%

51,792

76%

63,564

85%

73,227

85%

6,594

14%

16,319

24%

11,217

15%

12,922

15%

48,630

100%

68,111

100%

74,781

100%

86,149

100%

0.9%

1.3%

1.4%

1.5%

Source: BERK Consulting, 2014.

Employment by Alternative
Table 2.5-3 shows the share of UGA and non-UGA employment growth by alternative. The alternatives
represent a low, medium, and high range of growth based on: the current Comprehensive Plan,
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Alternative 1; current shares of employment in UGA and non-UGA areas, Alternative 2; local jurisdiction
preferences, Alternative 3; or more optimistic growth (15% higher than Alternative 3) that reflects more
opportunities for employment, Alternative 4.
Table 2.5-3. Employment Growth by Alternative: 2013-2036
Alt

Name

UGA Growth

Non-UGA
Growth

Total
Growth

Description of Growth Pattern

1

No Action

29,127

1,965

31,092

Moderate growth, maintains current Comprehensive
Plan, 94% to UGAs / 6% to non-UGA areas, no
boundary changes or Comprehensive Plan land use
changes.

2

Historic Shares

22,585

3,787

26,372

Low growth, allocated by 2010 shares, 86% to UGAs /
14% to non-UGA areas, minor UGA expansion.

3

Multi-Jurisdictional
Resolution
(Resolution 2014013)

32,828

3,201

36,029

Higher growth, 91% to UGAs / 9% to non-UGA areas,
moderate UGA expansion and increased employment
in infill areas.

4

Targeted Land Use
Change

37,819

3,688

41,506

Highest growth, 91% to UGAs / 9% to non-UGA areas,
more aggressive UGA expansion to accommodate
greater employment opportunities.

Notes: Alternative 4 models 954 jobs on Lummi Nation land at I-5 near Bellingham and Ferndale, and 80 jobs on the Lummi
Reservation, where a mixed use marina is planned, in addition to the growth shown above.
Sources:
1. Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan, February 2014.
2. Whatcom County Population and Employment Projections and Urban Growth Area Allocations Phase I Technical Report,
BERK, November 1, 2013. Compared to November 1, 2013 report, the 2010 base is amended with updated field
information collected by Whatcom Council of Governments (WCOG).
3. Whatcom County Resolution 2014-013 documents the Multi-Jurisdictional Resolution and collective growth projections.

Figure 2.5-4 illustrates the greater focus of jobs in UGAs compared to non-UGA areas.
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Figure 2.5-4. Employment Growth UGA and Non-UGA Totals
by Alternative, 2013-2036

Note:

Alternative 4 models 954 jobs on Lummi Nation land at I-5 near Bellingham and Ferndale, and 80 jobs on the Lummi
Reservation, where a mixed use marina is planned, in addition to growth shown above.

Source: BERK Consulting, 2014.

Figure 2.5-5 breaks down allocations into UGAs and the non-UGA area. Bellingham has the greatest
focus of jobs in all alternatives, especially Alternatives 3 and 4. Small cities have collectively the second
largest share, with Ferndale and Lynden the larger among these. Non-UGA growth is greatest in
Alternative 2 reflecting historic shares.
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Figure 2.5-5. 2013-2036 Employment Growth Shares
Allocated to UGAs and Non-UGA Areas by Alternative

Alternative 1
No Action

%

Alternative
2 Historic
Shares

%

Alternative 3
MultiJurisdictional
Resolution

%

Alternative 4
Targeted
Land Use
Change

%

UGAs
Bellingham
Birch Bay

17,431

56%

16,884

64%

22,641

63%

26,083

63%

489

2%

198

1%

545

2%

628

2%

1,848

6%

982

4%

2,097

6%

2,416

6%

Cherry Point

734

2%

655

2%

890

2%

1,025

2%

Columbia Valley

338

1%

21

0%

359

1%

414

1%

Everson

602

2%

235

1%

602

2%

694

2%

Ferndale

4,171

13%

1,728

7%

2,802

8%

3,228

8%

Lynden

3,050

10%

1,588

6%

2,157

6%

2,485

6%

Nooksack

130

0%

84

0%

290

1%

334

1%

Sumas

334

1%

210

1%

445

1%

513

1%

29,127

94%

22,585

86%

32,828

91%

37,819

91%

1,965

6%

3,787

14%

3,201

9%

3,688

9%

31,092

100%

26,372

100%

36,029

100%

41,506

100%

Blaine

UGA Sum
Other Areas Outside UGAs
Total Net Growth

Note:

Alternative 4 models 954 jobs on Lummi Nation land around I-5 near Bellingham and Ferndale, and 80 jobs on the
Lummi Reservation, where a mixed use marina is planned, in addition to growth shown above.
Source: BERK Consulting, 2014.
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Land Capacity by Alternative
Based on a common land capacity analysis (LCA) approach, the County in consultation with the cities
developed land capacity estimates of how many persons and jobs could be accommodated with present
land use plans, accounting for reductions in capacity due to critical areas, infrastructure, and market
factors. Local conditions and plans influenced assumed densities and employee generation rates as well
as other factors. The alternative growth allocations can be compared to land capacity as shown in Table
2.5-4 and Table 2.5-5.
Under Alternative 1 Ferndale would not have sufficient population capacity to meet its growth allocation
using standard LCA assumptions. Under Alternative 2, Birch Bay and Nooksack have insufficient
population capacity. The number of UGAs with insufficient population capacity increases under
Alternative 3 to Bellingham, Birch Bay, Ferndale, Lynden, and Nooksack. Lastly, under Alternative 4 all
UGAs except Blaine have insufficient population capacities.
Regarding employment, with Alternative 1 Ferndale, Lynden, and Nooksack have insufficient capacity for
allocated jobs. Assuming a median job allocation allocated by current shares of employment, only
Nooksack lacks employment capacity under Alternative 2. Alternative 3 includes two UGAs with
insufficient employment capacity: Lynden and Nooksack. With Alternative 4, the number of UGAs
lacking employment capacity for jobs rises to include Bellingham, Birch Bay, Cherry Point, Columbia
Valley, Lynden, Nooksack, and Sumas.
In order to address lack of capacity for population and jobs, changes to land use designations, incentives
for infill growth, or UGA expansions may be needed. Places with significant excess capacity may be
candidates for reclassification to other land use designations. This is described further in Chapter 4.
Table 2.5-4. Population Growth Allocation and Capacity by Alternative: 2013-2036
Alternative 3 Alternative 4
Alternative 2
MultiTargeted
Alternative 1
Historic
Jurisdictional Land Use
No Action
Shares
Resolution
Change

LCA
Capacity

Difference Difference Difference Difference
Alternative Alternative Alternative Alternative
1
2
3
4

UGAs
Bellingham

19,751

28,398

35,918

41,378

28,600

8,849

Birch Bay

3,156

6,414

5,500

6,336

5,202

2,046

(1,212)

Blaine

3,985

2,698

4,414

5,085

6,634

2,649

3,936

2,220

0

0

0

0

43

0

0

1,345

1,345

1,549

1,377

451

32

32

Cherry Point

(43)

Columbia Valley

926

Everson

1,113

898

1,242

1,431

1,293

Ferndale

7,583

5,402

6,833

7,872

6,427

(1,156)

180

Lynden

202

395

(7,318)

(12,778)

(298)

(1,134)
1,549
0
(172)

51

(138)

1,025

(406)

(1,445)

322

4,160

5,063

6,403

7,376

5,385

1,225

(1,018)

(1,991)

Nooksack

801

930

1,035

1,192

913

112

(17)

(122)

(279)

Sumas

606

644

874

1,007

884

278

240

10

42,036

51,792

63,564

73,227

56,715

14,679

4,923

(6,849)

(16,512)

UGA Total
Non-Urban Growth Area
Total Net Growth

(123)

6,594

16,319

11,217

12,922

NA

NA

NA

NA

NA

48,630

68,111

74,781

86,149

NA

NA

NA

NA

NA

0.9%

1.3%

1.4%

1.5%

Average Annual Growth Rate

Notes: Under Alternative 3, Bellingham would adopt measures to increase growth capacity to fit growth within present UGA
boundaries, such as additional mixed use villages, and greater achievement of single family densities in recently
annexed areas.).
Under Alternative 1, Cherry Point’s existing population is anticipated to be reduced as the area develops for industrial
uses, whereas under Alternatives 2, 3, and 4 the population is not anticipated to increase or decrease.
Source: BERK Consulting, 2014.
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Table 2.5-5. Employment Growth Allocation and
Land Capacity by Alternative: 2013-2036
Alternative 3
MultiAlternative 4
Jurisdictional Targeted Land
Resolution
Use Change

Alternative 1
No Action

Alternative 2
Historic
Shares

17,431

16,884

22,641

26,083

23,318

5,887

6,434

677

489

198

545

628

554

65

356

9

1,848

982

2,097

2,416

2,542

694

1,560

445

126

Cherry Point

734

655

890

1,025

951

217

296

61

(74)

Columbia Valley

338

21

359

414

367

29

346

8

Everson

602

235

602

694

836

234

601

234

Ferndale

4,171

1,728

2,802

3,228

3,265

(906)

1,537

463

37

Lynden

3,050

1,588

2,157

2,485

1,667

(1,383)

79

(490)

(818)
(272)

LCA
Capacity

Difference
Alternative
1

Difference
Alternative
2

Difference Difference
Alternative Alternative
3
4

UGAs
Bellingham
Birch Bay
Blaine

(2,765)
(74)

(47)
142

Nooksack

130

84

290

334

62

(68)

(22)

(228)

Sumas

334

210

445

513

460

126

250

15

(53)

29,127

22,585

32,828

37,819

34,022

4,895

11,437

1,194

(3,797)

UGA Sum
Other Areas Outside UGAs
Total Net Growth

1,965

3,787

3,201

3,688

NA

NA

NA

NA

NA

31,092

26,372

36,029

41,506

NA

NA

NA

NA

NA

Notes:
Under Alternative 3, Bellingham would adopt measures to increase the surplus employment
growth capacity within present UGA boundaries.
Alternative 4 models 954 jobs on Lummi Nation land at I-5 near Bellingham and Ferndale, and 80 jobs on the Lummi
Reservation, where a mixed use marina is planned.
Source: BERK Consulting, 2014.

UGA Infill and Expansion by Alternative
Based on the nature of the alternative, local preferences, and available land capacity in comparison to
the alternatives’ allocations, each alternative varies in its amount of UGA expansion or intensification of
infill areas (e.g. assuming greater densities or greater absorption of available properties in the future
due to a more robust market for real estate development). See Table 2.5-6 for details.
Population and employment growth was assigned to the UGAs first, and if there was insufficient land
capacity, then the growth was generally allocated to the UGA Reserves, and finally to the Suitability
Analysis Areas.
Table 2.5-6. UGA Intensification or Expansion Comparison by Alternative
Urban Growth Area
Alternative 1
Alternative 2
Alternative 3
Alternative 4
Bellingham
Birch Bay
Blaine
Cherry Point
Columbia Valley
Everson
Ferndale
Lynden
Nooksack
Sumas

EXP

INT
INT
INT

EXP

INT
EXP

INT
EXP
EXP

EXP
EXP
INT
EXP
EXP
EXP
EXP
EXP
EXP

Legend: Blank = Population and employment growth will fit in the present UGA, based on projected land capacity; INT =
Intensification will increase land use density within current UGA boundaries based on local government preferences;
EXP = Expansion of the UGA would be necessary because projected land capacity in the UGA is insufficient.
Source: BERK Consulting 2014.
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Policy and Regulation Updates
Each alternative includes a different combination of policy and code amendments and urban and rural
density tools. See Table 2.5-7 for details.
Table 2.5-7. Policy and Regulatory Feature Comparison by Alternative
Alternative

Policy & Code
Update

Urban & Rural Density Tools

1 No Action

No

Implement Current Plans and regulatory tools

2 Historic Shares

Yes

Implement Current Plans and regulatory tools

3 Multi-Jurisdictional Resolution (Resolution
2014-013)

Yes

Add new through consideration of menu

4 Targeted Land Use Change

Yes

Add new through consideration of menu

Source: BERK Consulting, 2014.

The policy, code, and regulatory features and tools under consideration are described below.

Comprehensive Plan Policies
Whatcom County’s Comprehensive Plan contains 11 elements. It is anticipated that all 11 elements will
be amended to update information, provide for housekeeping amendments (e.g., amend or delete
policies that are out of date, reflect new policy direction) achieve internal consistency, and provide for
amendments to achieve consistency with the GMA (e.g., incorporate changes based on legislative
updates). A summary of draft amendments is provided in Table 2.5-8 below.
Table 2.5-8. Comprehensive Plan Amendment Summary
Chapter 1 Introduction and Growth Projections


Update demographics information



Update population projections



Update employment projections



Update County profile of land use



Delete background information relating to water resources and economics, as other chapters address these topics Revise
in illustrative maps

Chapter 2 Land Use


Update text and narrative to reflect issues.



Modify policy regarding UGAs within Lake Whatcom watershed



Delete text and policies regarding long-term and short-term planning areas



Update UGA policies addressing sewer and water, mixed use zoning, facilitating urban development, and development
standards



Amend policies regarding monitoring growth in urban and non-UGA areas



Add policies on coordination with special district service providers



Update UGA policies and text based on recent coordinated planning efforts and more recent information about UGA
environmental, land use, capital facilities, and public service conditions



Move selected topics to Chapter 11, Environment, including TDR, Sudden Valley, Lake Whatcom Special Study Areas and
other topics



Resource land designation descriptions moved to Chapter 8, Resource Lands



Add a policy regarding update of the County’s Open Space Policies and Criteria and Public Benefit Rating System



Update Essential Public Facility text and policies



Include Historic and Cultural Resources section moved from Chapter 10 - Design



Remove action plan items where already achieved or redundant of policies or other elements

Chapter 3 Housing


Update text and policies to address housing variety, affordability, and special needs
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Chapter 4 Capital Facilities


Update introductory and background text



Recognition that Transportation level of service (LOS) standard is located in Transportation Element



Recognition that Fire LOS was adopted in 2011



Update parks, trails and active center policies and eliminate numerical LOS for activity centers



Proposed new policies related to corrections facilities, juvenile detention and sheriff’s office facilities, and emergency
management facilities to replace numerical LOS standards.



Remove action plan items due to redundancy with policies or due to implementation by other adopted plans, e.g. six-year
Capital Improvement Plan

Chapter 5 Utilities


Revise background text regarding population and water systems and the need for integration of land use and water
resource planning.



Update policies on ensuring utilities are designed appropriate to the land use designation and scaled for population
growth



Clarify policies on utility installation in urban areas



Update policies on water supply, providers, and coordination and amend text and narrative to reflect current water supply
planning initiatives



Add policy on application of state water regulations



Revise solid waste text and policies



Remove action plan items where completed or addressed elsewhere

Chapter 6 Transportation


Streamlined and updated text



Revised inventory



Update description of roadway and other modes LOS



Reference LOS standards letter rather than a volume to capacity ratio



List state LOS standards



Revise text on Current and Projected Levels of Service



Revise text on Planning and Design of Transportation Improvements



Update goals and policies on road safety, preservation, and concurrency



Add a policy on prioritizing safety and preservation projects over capacity projects



Amend policies relating to east-west mobility



Move or update redundant or outdated policies



Revise policies on Arterial and Collector Improvements



Add subsection on multimodal improvements combining existing policy principles with concepts from the County
Pedestrian-Bicycle Plan



Add a subsection on bicycle and pedestrian facilities including concepts from the County Pedestrian-Bicycle Plan



Revise text and narrative on Intergovernmental Coordination



Amend Congestion and Emissions Reduction goals and policies, such as reducing travel demand and greenhouse gas
emissions
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Chapter 7 Economics


Update introduction and background narrative



Incorporate information and strategies from the draft Whatcom County Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy
(CEDS)



Revise references to agencies and studies that are changed or updated



Remove policy regarding consideration of an east-west rail line



Amend text and policies on Diversified Economy, Coordination/ Cooperation, Infrastructure, Regulations/Processing,
Business Retention and Expansion, and Economic Growth and Environmental Quality, Natural Resource Based Industries,
Unemployment and Underemployment, and Geographic Diversity



Add policy on jobs-housing balance



Add policy on healthy foods in underserved areas



Remove action plan items due to redundancy or coverage in another plan like CEDS

Chapter 8 Resource Lands


Housekeeping updates to policies



Revisions to background text and narrative on agricultural issues, including maintaining a minimum 100,000 acre
agricultural land base and role of Rural Study Areas



Refine agricultural land protection strategies, including more emphasis on the study and use of TDRs, incentives and
mitigation measures to offset conversion of agricultural lands to other uses and addressing water quality issues



Highlight and update “agricultural lands of long-term commercial significance” comprehensive plan designation criteria



Add and revise policies to recognize the potential role of Watershed Improvement Districts (WIDs) in addressing
agricultural drainage, habitat, water quality and supply issues



Add new policies addressing the importance of resolving water supply issues necessary for agricultural viability



Revisions to background text on forest resource lands



Amend forest resource goal and policies addressing conserving forest land, and allowing compatible non-forest uses that
support owners to maintain the primary forest uses



Distinguish between designated (mapped) forest lands and working forests, and maintaining a working forest base



Amend text and policies on increasing the viability of the forest products industry



Amend background information and policies on mineral resource lands, addressing surface mining rules



Amend policies on buffering and compatibility of mining operations



Revise background information and policies on mineral designations and designation criteria



Revise policies on fish and wildlife protection in relation to mineral resource lands



Remove action plan items where completed or addressed elsewhere in policies

Chapter 9 Recreation


Update background information on recreation and coordination of park and recreation planning efforts



Revise narrative to clarify that the updated Comprehensive Parks and Recreation Open Space (CPROS) Plan Whatcom
County Pedestrian and Bicycle Plan and Natural Heritage Plan are functional plans that inform the comprehensive plan but
are not adopted by reference as part of the Comprehensive Plan



Policy amendments and relocation of action plan items to policies

Chapter 10 Design


This element is proposed for deletion. As written and adopted, it appears to be incomplete with no implementing policies
identified for many of its broad goals. Many of its concerns about urban and rural design issues may either be addressed in
other comprehensive plan elements, such as land use, transportation, recreation and natural resources, or through design
guidelines, standards, incentives or development regulations that do not necessarily require a “design” comprehensive
plan chapter to implement. Such issues may be better addressed through community, neighborhood or other geographic
or issue-specific targeted planning approach within the discretion of Whatcom County. Some design issues, such as rural
clustering have already been addressed as part of the County’s rural element GMA compliance efforts. Furthermore, a
“design” element is not required by the GMA. However, the GMA and WAC 365-196-450 call on counties to identify and
encourage the preservation of historic and cultural resources. Therefore, the only section of this element that does contain
implementing policies—Historic and Cultural Resources—is proposed to be retained but re-located to Chapter 2—Land
Use.
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Chapter 11 Environment


Streamline introductory information



Address climate change impact analysis in narrative and include proposed adaptation and resiliency



Update policy on air monitoring with reference to the Northwest Clean Air Agency



Amend policies on regulatory streamlining



Amend information on landslide, flood, and earthquake hazards



Add policies regarding natural hazards land management and regulations



Update surface and ground water resources information and policies including water quality, water conservation and
supply and watershed management, and stormwater management



Address marine waters, shellfish protection and salmon recovery



Add policies on best available science and landscape-based eco-system management



Housekeeping and clarification edits to policies



Move action items to become policies, where applicable

Source: Whatcom County PDS 2014

In addition, the County will consider updating certain development regulations to better achieve urban
densities and redirect growth to urban areas, to protect agricultural activities in non-UGA areas, and to
maintain effective critical areas regulations.

Urban and Non-Urban Area Growth Tools: Menu of Options
Implementation measures to achieve increased UGA infill and to reduce non-urban growth may include
a variety of measures. In the urban areas, tools to encourage urban growth may include increased
densities, minimum densities, mixed use standards, and other measures. Tools for shifting growth from
rural to urban areas may include decreased rural densities, transfer of development rights from rural to
urban areas, protection of agricultural activities in rural study areas, and other tools. Each tool is briefly
described in Table 2.5-9.
This Draft EIS lists some conceptual implementation strategies that may be incorporated in future
actions under phased review to implement the Comprehensive Plan update, once adopted.
Table 2.5-9. Urban and Rural and Resource Area Growth Tools
Tool

Description

Urban Area Tools
Increased Densities

Land could be rezoned to allow smaller single family lots, greater multi-family
densities (e.g., mid-rise instead of low-rise buildings), and accessory dwelling units.
Fewer acres at the higher density would be needed to accommodate more people.

Minimum Densities

In each residential zone, new developments would have to achieve a certain
number of dwelling units per acre to have an efficient development pattern meeting
local visions. Establishing minimum densities is a way to avoid underdevelopment in
urban areas. For example, multi-family zones could set a minimum density that
prohibits single-family development.

Mixed Use

Mixed use is an example of flexible zoning where various land uses are combined
within a single building, development, or district. For example, residential dwellings
may be located vertically above retail stores, or located horizontally on the same
site as commercial uses.

Revision of Annexation and Utility
Extension Policies

Developing the unincorporated portions of UGAs at urban densities is challenging.
Annexation under the variety of methods prescribed in state law can be difficult. All
cities in Whatcom County have policies prohibiting extension of city utilities into the
unincorporated UGA area. In general, cities do not wish to create a disincentive for
property owners to support annexation in the future – if property owners already
have services there may be little perceived benefit to being annexed. An annexation
prioritization or phasing plan can be useful in ensuring that utility extension is done
in an orderly and affordable manner.
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Description

Provide a Mix of Single and Multi-Family
Capacity

Part of ensuring an adequate land supply to accommodate future growth is making
sure there is an appropriate mix of different residential development options to
match a demand. If one type of residential development is not available within a
UGA – or is not available to the extent the market demands – then it may be more
difficult for the UGA to fully accommodate its allocated population growth.

Land Value Taxation

This taxation method involves taxing land values instead of (or at a much higher rate
than) improvements. When property taxes for undeveloped land are the same or
only slightly lower than for developed land, there is a disincentive for leaving land
vacant. Land Value Taxation has been enacted in a few jurisdictions across the
United States, and studies have shown it is effective in encouraging development in
targeted urban areas. However, land value taxation has not been used in
Washington State and any attempt to enact it may see a constitutional challenge.

Lot Size Averaging

This tool can provide flexibility in sizing lots in order to obtain planned densities.
Minimum lot sizes could be lowered (and setbacks adjusted) so that some lots in a
subdivision can be smaller, but the subdivision meets the same density
requirements overall.

Offsite Mitigation Options

This method would allow landowners within UGAs to create offsite mitigation using
critical area regulation procedures to mitigate UGA wetland impacts within the
same basin in the Non-UGA areas. This may serve to increase development
potential within UGAs while preserving or creating open space in the
unincorporated rural county.

Rural and Resource Area Tools
Decreased Rural and Resource Land
Densities

This tool would increase the minimum lot size for new lots outside UGAs, allowing
for fewer homes per acre.

Rural Lot Consolidation

Adjacent lots owned by one owner not meeting certain zoning requirements are
required to consolidate the lots into one for purposes of development. This tool is
already in use, though it could be strengthened and clarified through County zoning
code amendments

Transfer of Development Rights (TDR);
Density Transfer Credits

A TDR program relocates development potential from one property to another.
Buying these rights generally allows the owner of the receiving site to build at a
higher density or height than ordinarily permitted by the base zoning. These
transactions can be used to help preserve rural areas and/or resource lands in the
sending area. TDR is more likely to success if there is market demand for densities
above that which are currently allowed by the receiving jurisdiction.
A Density Transfer Credit program uses the same principle, but allows the developer
to obtain density through a purchase of density credits as opposed to actual
development rights. The money generated through density credits can be used for
the Purchase of Development Rights (PDR) program.

Purchase of Development Rights (PDR)
Program

A PDR program purchases residential development rights, usually to preserve
farmland or environmentally sensitive areas. Acquisition of rights can be done
either through non-development agreements on private land, or through
purchasing the land outright.

Rezone of Rural Land Study Areas to
Agricultural Lands

Rural 5- and 10-acre zones that are most important to maintaining the agricultural
sector of the county could be zoned as agriculture to protect these lands as being of
long-term commercial significance. This could limit land divisions and nonagricultural activities on the properties. The potential options to implement this
concept will require further analysis and public review.
See further discussion below.

Require Agriculture as a Primary Use
and Limit Accessory Uses in Agricultural
Areas
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Description

Agricultural Mitigation

Farmland could be protected similar to the protection of critical areas. Avoidance of
converting prime farmland to non-farm uses would be the preferred alternative,
with mitigation required for situations where this is not possible.

Tools to Reduce Impacts on Agricultural
and Rural Lands but not Reduce Overall
Density

Tools to reduce impacts to agricultural and rural lands include clustering, lot
reconfiguration, and other development regulations. Clustering allows development
on a limited portion of the land and reserves a large remainder for agricultural or
other conservation uses. Lot reconfiguration allows for clustering of development
potential from one or more lots into a specified area of less agricultural value on
another parcel or parcels. Development regulations could specify things such as
maximum setbacks, maximum footprints, land and water conservation
requirements, and other options that would lessen impacts on resource lands.

Impact Fees

The lack of impact fees in non-urban areas is sometimes seen as factor that
encourages non-urban growth over urban growth. However, city impact and utility
fees vary greatly and the development costs in non-urban areas can often raise the
cost of non-urban development to that of developing in cities, or above. Each
jurisdiction has the authority to set its own impact fees and utility hookup charges,
however if there is consensus among jurisdictions that the wide variation in fees is
problematic, they could initiate a coordinated effort to set these charges more
consistently across the region

Permit Metering or Permit Auctions

This tool would limit the number of non-urban building permit applications
accepted in a given year.

Water Well Limitations

Water limitation on use of “exempt wells” as approved sources for potable water.
Conservation measures for domestic water uses might also be considered – such as
limits on house size, lawn size, and fixtures. Changes to requirements for
demonstrating legal availability of water could have the effect of limiting
development in rural and resource areas.

Source: Whatcom County Planning and Development Services (PDS) 2015.

Rural Study Areas and Agricultural Protection
The report, “Whatcom County Rural Land Study: A Collaborative Report Identifying Rural Areas of
Agricultural Significance”, was produced and presented to the Whatcom County Council in 2007. The
primary objective of the study was to identify and map areas within the Rural-5 and Rural-10 zones that
are of agricultural significance and may require additional protection to ensure the long-term viability of
agriculture in the county. The County reaffirmed its intention to protect the Rural Study Areas (RSAs) in
2011 when it incorporated the task of “reviewing rural study area agricultural designation process” into
its Agricultural Strategic Plan (Whatcom County Agricultural Strategic Plan 2011).
As part of the Comprehensive Plan Update, the County may consider rezoning these RSAs (comprising
21,950 acres) from their respective Rural Districts (R-5A and R-10A) to Small Lot Agriculture Districts (Ag5 or Ag-10) at densities higher than the County’s current Agriculture Zone (Ag-40). The Small Lot
Agriculture District is anticipated to add heightened protection to these productive agricultural areas by:
1) reducing the types and number of non-agricultural uses and increasing the types and number of
permitted agricultural uses in these areas; and 2) reducing the likelihood of the affected parcels being
taken out of agricultural use by rezoning them to increase residential density in the future. See Appendix
B for additional analysis.
Some of the revised land use designation and rezone scenarios under consideration in this Draft EIS as
part of Action Alternatives include:



No Action. Under this scenario, everything would remain the same; no changes to current zoning
regulations.



Scenario 1. This is the option would be an across the board rezone, from R-5 to Ag-5 and R-10 to Ag10.
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Scenario 2. This option would entail rezoning parcels smaller than 10 acres to Ag-10, parcels 10-20
acres to Ag-20, and parcels larger than 20 acres to Ag-40. (There would be no new Ag-5 Zone
created in this case.)



Scenario 3. This option would rezone all parcels in the RSAs to Ag-10. (There would be no new Ag-5
or Ag-20 Zone created in this case.)

Scenarios 2 and 3 would have the effect of reducing the potential for future dwellings as well as
promoting agriculture, while Scenario 1 would maintain current zoned densities but implement
additional agricultural use protections. See Table 2.5-10 for details.
Table 2.5-10. Effect of RSA Rezone on Dwelling Unit (DU) Capacity by Scenario
Scenario

Description

Existing Potential DUs

New Potential DUs

Potential DUs Removed

1

R-5 & R-10 (no change)

1,877

1,877

0

2

R-5 to Ag-5

1,877

1,877

0

1,877

790

1,087

1,877

1,290

587

R-10 to Ag-10
3

< 10 ac to Ag 10
10 – 20 ac to Ag-20
> 20 ac to Ag-40

4

All RSA parcels to Ag-10

Source: Whatcom County Planning and Development Services, 2014.

The County would need policy language in the Comprehensive Plan under Action Alternatives that
prevents current Ag-40 designated parcels from gaining more density as an Ag-5 or Ag-10 (except,
perhaps under extraordinary circumstances).

Urban Zoning Changes
In alternatives where population and employment capacity are insufficient to meet the allocated
growth, Whatcom County may consider alternative urban zones or zoning code amendments to increase
capacity for housing or jobs. For example, in Alternatives 2, 3, and 4, Birch Bay is undersized for its
population growth allocation. In Alternative 4, Birch Bay, Columbia Valley and most other UGAs have
insufficient capacity for jobs.
As part of the 2016 Comprehensive Plan and Development Regulations Update and Urban Growth Areas
(UGAs) Review, Whatcom County is reviewing existing plans and determining alternative zoning for the
Columbia Valley UGA employment uses, in the form of light impact industrial uses north of Limestone
Road.
Comprehensive Plan Land Use Element Policy 2BB-12: Recognize the need for light
impact industrial land uses within the Columbia Valley Urban Growth Area. Consider
establishing a light impact industrial zone located on the north side of Limestone Road in
accordance with the policies of the Foothills Subarea Plan.
Columbia Valley Subarea Plan Policy CV1-D: Recognize the need for light impact
industrial land uses within the Columbia Valley Urban Growth Area. Consider
establishing a light impact industrial zone located on the north side of Limestone Road as
shown on the Planned Light Impact Industrial and Potential Planned Light Impact
Industrial map.
1. Retain the existing zoning until traffic impacts and infrastructure/utility/service needs,
and appropriate mitigation measures have been identified.
2. If the existing Planned Light Impact Industrial designation is built out or unavailable
for industrial use, consider modifying the Columbia Valley UGA boundary in the Potential
Planned Light Impact Industrial designation to allow rezoning of up to 40 acres to light
impact industrial.
3. Assure an adequate supply of light impact industrial sites to meet future market
demands for light impact industrial development.
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The 40-acre property north of Limestone Road and in the present Columbia Valley UGA would be
rezoned from Rural Forestry (RF) to Light Industrial. See Figure 2.5-6 for details.
Figure 2.5-6. Columbia Valley UGA Limestone Road Potential Light Industrial Rezone

Source: Whatcom County Planning and Development Services GIS, 2014.

Critical Areas Regulations
Critical areas regulations will be reviewed against best available science and updated as appropriate. For
example, the Washington State Department of Ecology (Ecology) has updated its wetland rating system
and the County would consider that in its regulation updates. These regulations will be developed and
reviewed under a separate SEPA process.

2.6

Alternatives Considered but Not Carried Forward

Some population growth alternatives considered but not carried forward in this Draft Environmental
Impact Statement (EIS) include:



OFM Low. While some commenters requested an alternative equal to the Washington State Office
of Financial Management (OFM)’s low projection, that scenario assumes population growth rates
much lower than historical averages. Over the past 30 years, there has not been a five-year period
with an average annual growth rate as small as the low rate OFM is projecting between 2013 and
2036 (0.4%). The No Action Alternative represents a slightly higher growth rate (0.9%) than
experienced in the five-year period of the recession and recovery (0.8% between 2008-2013).



OFM High. Some commenters suggested using OFM’s high projection, or another high projection, as
an option. This would result in much more growth than local planning preferences would suggest,
based on the Multi-Jurisdictional Resolution passed in 2014. Alternative 4 was developed modeling
roughly 15% higher population growth than the Multi-Jurisdictional Resolution (and average annual
growth rate of 1.5%). This provides some flexibility to study the potential natural and built
environment effects if growth is more rapid than the “most likely” conditions of the OFM’s medium
projection.

2.7

Future Alternatives

It is likely that, as a result of additional evaluation by the County and community, a final preferred
alternative will be developed based on the Comprehensive Plan’s objectives and vision that falls within
range of the alternatives analyzed herein. A final alternative will be developed in association with public
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and city input, and will be evaluated as a part of the Final Environmental Impact Statement (EIS),
anticipated to be completed by summer 2015.

2.8

Benefits and Disadvantages of Delaying a Proposed Action

The State Environmental Policy Act (SEPA) requires a discussion of the benefits and disadvantages of
reserving, for some future time, the implementation of a proposal compared to possible approval at this
time. The County must consider the possibility of foreclosing future options by implementing the
proposal.
There are several benefits to adopting comprehensive plan amendments that include new growth
forecasts, revised Urban Growth Area (UGA) boundaries, and updated policies and programs:





Compliance with the Growth Management Act (GMA)



Updated capital facility plans that respond to future growth




Opportunities for grants and funding of needed projects and facilities

Greater range of housing choices and a diversified employment base
Coordinated planning among jurisdictions

Guidance of development and County resource allocations to meet forecast trends along with the
community vision

Delaying implementation would allow for growth to occur on the basis of the current Comprehensive
Plan and zoning regulations and would not complete the GMA-required eight-year Plan review. County
and city plans would also remain out of date.
Delaying implementation of the proposals could delay natural environment impacts on lands where
growth could occur. However, the delay could also increase development pressure and adverse impacts
on rural lands if alternative growth policies are not implemented. The current plans would not provide
an opportunity to consider more recent trends nor would they refine the long-range plan course.
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