WHATCOM COUNTY PLANNING COMMISSION
5280 Northwest Drive
Bellingham WA 98226

AGENDA
October 28, 2021
The Whatcom County Planning Commission will hold a virtual* meeting at 6:30 p.m., with staff
located at the Northwest Annex Conference Room, 5280 Northwest Drive, Bellingham.


Call to Order



Roll Call



Flag Salute



Department Update



Open Session for Public Comment



Commissioner Comments



Approval of Minutes of October 14, 2021



Draft Whatcom County Review and Evaluation Program Methodology
o Public Hearing and Work Session



Repeal of Cherry Point Ferndale Subarea Plan
o Public Hearing and Work Session



Unfinished Business



Adjournment

* This is a virtual meeting only.
Physical attendance is not permitted due to COVID-19 restrictions.
NOTE: For information on how to watch and participate in the meeting in real time, please visit
the following web page: Participate in Virtual Planning Commission Meeting
Individuals who require special assistance to participate in the meetings are asked to contact
“PDS_Planning_Commission@co.whatcom.wa.us” at least 96 hours in advance.
Upcoming Meeting Topics
 Open Space Applications
 Wireless Code Amendments
 Miscellaneous Code Amendments
Pending Items Commissioners would like to address
Code related implications of climate modeling

For more information please contact Tammy Axlund at (360)778-5935 or
PDS_Planning_Commission@co.whatcom.wa.us
5280 Northwest Drive, Bellingham WA 98226

RECORD OF PROCEEDINGS OF THE
WHATCOM COUNTY PLANNING COMMISSION
October 14, 2021
Public Hearing and Work Session

1

1
2
3

Call to Order
The virtual meeting was called to order by Whatcom County Planning Commission
Chair, Kelvin Barton at 6:32 p.m.

4
5
6

Roll Call
Present: Robert Bartel, Kelvin Barton, Jim Hansen, Stephen Jackson, Dominic Moceri,
Jon Maberry, Natalie McClendon

7

Absent: Atul Deshmane, Kimberley Lund

8

Staff Present: Cliff Strong, Amy Keenan, Mark Personius, and Tammy Axlund

9
10
11
12
13
14
15

Department Update
Mark Personius, Director of Planning and Development Services (PDS), provided an
update on department operations including the forthcoming transition to new permit
software; the status of permit processing; and information about the recently hired
PDS management: Natural Resources Manager, Jon-Paul Shannahan, and Assistant
Director, Steve Roberge. He then apprised the group of the agenda items tentatively
scheduled for the next few meetings.

16
17

Open Session Public Comment
James MacRae provided public comment.

18
19
20
21

Commissioner Comments
Commissioner McClendon provided an update on the Public Participation Survey. There
are 525 responses so far, and it is open through October. The committee is starting to
write their report to Council. The goal is to finish by year end.

22
23
24

Commissioner Hansen reported that he spoke to Elisa Steele, Executive Sidhu, Eric
Hirst, and Council Member Donovan about matters that may eventually come before
the Planning Commission.

25
26
27
28

Approval of Meeting Minutes

29

Commissioner McClendon seconded.

30
31

Roll Call Vote: Ayes-Bartel, Barton, Hansen, Maberry, McClendon, Moceri;
Abstain-Jackson; (Ayes-6; Nays-0; Abstain-1). The motion carried.

32
33
34
35
36

Marijuana Code Amendments
Cliff Strong, PDS Senior Planner, introduced Amy Keenen, PDS Senior Planner, and
provided background on the work on the marijuana code amendments to date, then
briefly summarized the proposed draft regulations, highlighting the changes since the
last Planning Commission meeting.

37
38

Public Hearing

Timestamp: 19:52

Commissioner Bartel moved to approve the meeting minutes from September 23,
2021, as presented.

Timestamp: 33:04

RECORD OF PROCEEDINGS OF THE
WHATCOM COUNTY PLANNING COMMISSION
October 14, 2021
Public Hearing and Work Session

2

1
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The following individuals provided public comment: James MacRae, Nick Cihlar,
Danielle Rosellison, Todd Baker, David Haggith, Rosemary Vanbeek, Eliza Steele

3
4
5
6
7

Work Session

Commissioner McClendon corrected a misunderstanding that came up in the Public
Comment Session: that the Planning Commission was considering marijuana
agriculture.

8

Mr. Strong confirmed that under State law marijuana is not considered agriculture.

9

Commissioners continued discussion on the proposed regulations.

Timestamp: 58:27

10
11
12

Commissioner McClendon moved to adopt the Findings of Fact and Exhibit A
Marijuana Code Amendments and recommend to Council.

13

Commissioner Hansen seconded.

14
15

Roll Call Vote: Ayes-Bartel, Barton, Hansen, Maberry, McClendon; NaysJackson, Moceri; (Ayes-5; Nays-2; Abstain-0). The motion carried.

16
17
18

Timestamp: 1:26:56

Commissioner Bartel moved to have Council consider funding enforcement of
production or processing through a business license structure.

19

Commissioner Jackson seconded.

20

Commissioners discussed clarification of the motion and offered friendly amendments.

21

Commissioner Bartel withdrew his motion in favor of the following new motion.

22
23

Commissioner Maberry moved to have Council consider funding enforcement of
production or processing of marijuana through the issuance of business licenses.

24

Commissioner Jackson seconded.

25

Cliff Strong verified that the proposed rules do not affect fiber hemp.

26
27

Roll Call Vote: Ayes-Bartel, Barton, Deshmane, Hansen, Jackson, Lund,
Maberry, McClendon, Moceri; (Ayes-6; Nays-0; Abstain-1). The motion carried.

28
29

Adjournment
The meeting was adjourned at 8:04 p.m.

30

Minutes prepared by Tammy Axlund.

31

WHATCOM COUNTY PLANNING COMMISSION ATTEST:

32
33

_____________________________
Kelvin Barton, Chair

Timestamp: 1:13:36

___________________________
Tammy Axlund, Secretary

WHATCOM COUNTY
Planning & Development Services
5280 Northwest Drive
Bellingham, WA 98226-9097
360-778-5900, TTY 800-833-6384
360-778-5901 Fax

Mark Personius
Director

Memorandum
October 19, 2021
To:

The Whatcom County Planning Commission

From:

Matt Aamot, Senior Planner

Through:

Mark Personius, Director

RE:

Review & Evaluation (Buildable Lands) Program - Methodology

The Washington State legislature amended the Growth Management Act (GMA) in
1997 to include a “review and evaluation program,” also known as the buildable
lands program (RCW 36.70A.215). At that time, the review and evaluation program
applied to six counties: Clark, King, Kitsap, Pierce, Snohomish, and Thurston. The
State legislature amended the GMA in 2017 to add Whatcom County to the list of
counties required to undertake a review and evaluation program (ESSSB 5254).
The review and evaluation program has several main components, which are
summarized below:


Determining whether a county and its cities are achieving urban densities
within urban growth areas by comparing growth and development
assumptions contained in the county and city comprehensive plans with
actual growth and development that has occurred;



Determining whether there is sufficient land that is suitable for development
in the future; and



Identifying reasonable measures, if necessary, to reduce the differences
between growth assumptions contained in comprehensive plans and actual
development patterns (RCW 36.70A.215).

The 2017 State legislation (ESSSB 5254) imposes new requirements that Whatcom
County must address, in close coordination with the cities, by June 30, 2022.

1

The City/County Planner Group, with the assistance of a consultant, has developed
a draft Whatcom County Review and Evaluation Program Methodology to implement
the 2017 state amendments to the GMA. The Methodology addresses several main
topics:






State Requirements
Data Collection
Evaluation of Land Suitable for Development
Buildable Lands Report format
Reasonable Measures

Staff would like to provide an overview of the draft Methodology and provide the
public with an opportunity to review and comment on the document. However,
since the Methodology is a technical document that will be adopted administratively
by the County Planning Director, we are not asking for a Planning Commission
recommendation. Essentially, we are asking the Commission to act as a forum for
public comment on the draft Methodology, as adoption does not require legislative
action.
We would note that the City/County Planner Group will issue a comprehensive
Buildable Lands Report, summarizing the results of the analyses noted above, in
2022. We will ask the Planning Commission to hold a public hearing on the
Buildable Lands Report next year and make a recommendation to the County
Council, who will take action to formally approve the report.
Thank you for your assistance in this matter. We look forward to discussing it with
you.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Background and Purpose
The Review and Evaluation Program, which is also known as the Buildable
Lands program, is part of Washington State’s Growth Management Act
(GMA). The program requires that certain counties and cities review the
growth and development that has occurred within their jurisdictions in the
years since the last updates to their State mandated Comprehensive Plans.
Past growth is compared with the growth and development assumptions,
targets, and objectives that are contained in the current plans. Where actual
growth diverges from growth and development assumptions adopted in the
countywide planning policies or comprehensive plan, the State calls on the
jurisdiction to implement “reasonable measures” in the next comprehensive
plan update to maintain consistency with GMA requirements (RCW
36.70A.215(1)).
The GMA’s Buildable Lands program was established in 1997 and originally
applied to all jurisdictions within six counties. The first major revision to the
program was completed in 2017, in accordance with E2SSB 5254. As part of
this revision, Whatcom County was added as the seventh Buildable Lands
county. The County contracted with Community Attributes Inc. (CAI) to
assist developing methods for completing its new Buildable Lands program.
Whatcom County’s first Buildable Lands Report (BLR) will be due in June
2022. This report outlines recommended methods to be used by the County
and cities in meeting state requirements for its Buildable Lands analysis and
program.

Methods
The recommended methods in this report were informed by the following
sources:


State Guidelines: The Department of Commerce’s 2018 Buildable
Lands Guidelines provided guidance on key program elements,
including incorporating the 2017 updates to State law (RCW
36.70A.215).



Existing Land Capacity Analysis Methodology: Whatcom County
has a Land Capacity Analysis (LCA) Methodology that was used in the
2016 Comprehensive Plan updates. While the BLR and LCA have
separate purposes, they have many analysis steps in common.



Key Issues Research: CAI conducted research on topics with
important implications for the buildable lands report, including local
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regulations, infrastructure, housing affordability, and growth trends.
This included reviewing relevant portions of the Revised Code of
Washington and Washington Administrative Code. This information
was compiled in a Background Information and Key Issues Report
(CAI, June 2019).


Stakeholder Input: CAI held interviews with representatives of each
jurisdiction and several key community stakeholders. These
interviews provided context on priorities for the methodology and staff
capacity available to support the analysis. This information was
compiled in a Stakeholder Interview Summary (CAI, May 2019).
Additionally, stakeholders reviewed and provided comments on
preliminary draft versions of this Methodology in 2021.



Technical Committee: A technical committee with representatives
of the County and each city met in 2019-2021 to discuss key elements
of the program. The committee also reviewed all project deliverables.



Review of Other Counties: CAI reviewed other Buildable Lands
counties’ methods and worked with the Technical Committee to select
methods most appropriate for Whatcom County.

Organization of this Report
This report includes the following sections:


State Requirements: Outlines the key requirements for a Buildable
Lands program under state law and where Whatcom County’s and the
cities’ approach to meeting the requirements is documented.



Data Collection: A recommended approach to annually gathering all
required and necessary data for the Buildable Lands Report.



Review and Evaluation of Land Suitable for Development:
Recommended analysis methods to complete the Buildable Lands
evaluation.



Reports and Implementation: Structure of the Buildable Lands
Report and implementation steps, including reasonable measures.
This section also references the methods for resolving disputes
between jurisdictions.



Land Capacity Analysis: Describes the relationship between Land
Capacity Analysis and the Buildable Lands Report.



Definitions: Defines important terms used in this report.
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2. STATE REQUIREMENTS
2.1. Program Purpose
The Review and Evaluation Program, also referenced as the Buildable Lands
Program, is intended to evaluate the performance of the current
comprehensive plans and identify important issues to be addressed in the
next plan updates. This purpose is described in RCW 36.70A.215 (1) as
follows:
(a) Determine whether a county and its cities are achieving urban densities
within urban growth areas by comparing growth and development
assumptions, targets, and objectives contained in the countywide planning
policies and the county and city comprehensive plans with actual growth
and development that has occurred in the county and its cities; and
(b) Identify reasonable measures, other than adjusting urban growth areas,
that will be taken to comply with the requirements of this chapter.
Reasonable measures are those actions necessary to reduce the differences
between growth and development assumptions and targets contained in the
countywide planning policies and the county and city comprehensive plans
with actual development patterns. The reasonable measures process in
subsection (3) of this section shall be used as part of the next comprehensive
plan update to reconcile inconsistencies.

2.2. Required Elements
State law allows for flexibility in individual county Buildable Lands
methodologies, provided that major requirements are met and counties and
cities document the rationale for their choices. This section describes the
most critical requirements under state law, and identifies where Whatcom
County’s and the cities’ approach to meeting each requirement can be found.

Countywide Planning Policies
Counties must adopt countywide planning policies to establish the Review
and Evaluation, or Buildable Lands, Program (RCW 36.70A.215(1)). This is
fulfilled by Whatcom County Countywide Planning Policy Q: Review and
Evaluation Program.

Annual Data Collection
The program must provide for annual collection of data on “urban and rural
land uses, development, zoning and development standards, environmental
regulations including but not limited to critical areas, stormwater, shoreline,
and tree retention requirements; and capital facilities to determine the
quantity and type of land suitable for development, both for residential and
employment-based activities” (RCW 36.70A.215 (2)(a)). The approach to
WHATCOM COUNTY REVIEW
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collecting and sharing data between the County and cities is outlined in this
report in Section 3.

Review Achieved Densities
The evaluation must review densities achieved by development in the County
and its cities since the adoption of the comprehensive plan or since the last
buildable lands report. Achieved densities are compared to growth and
development assumptions contained in the countywide planning policies and
County and city comprehensive plans (RCW 36.70A.215 (1)(a), 36.70A.215
(3)(d)). Whatcom County’s and the cities’ approach to this analysis is outlined
in this report in Section 4.1.

Evaluate Impact to Developable Land
Counties and cities must update the inventory of land available for
development during the current 20-year planning period, and determine how
much projected population and employment growth still remains to be
accommodated during the current planning period. Counties and cities must
also estimate how much land will be required to serve remaining projected
population and employment growth, based on achieved development densities
(see “Review Achieved Densities”). The updated developable land inventory is
then compared to the land required to serve growth to determine if there is
sufficient developable land to serve that growth (RCW 36.70A.215(3)).
Whatcom County’s and the cities’ approach to this evaluation is described in
Sections 4.2-4.4.

Methods to Resolve Disputes
Counties must provide for methods to resolve disputes between jurisdictions
and to resolve inconsistencies in data collection and analysis (RCW
36.70A.215 (2)(c)). This is addressed in Whatcom Countywide Planning
Policies Q.7 and R.

Reasonable Measures
In the event that there are inconsistencies between actual development
patterns & growth and development assumptions & targets adopted in the
countywide planning policies or comprehensive plan, the County and the
cities must determine if reasonable measures are required to increase
consistency. If necessary, reasonable measures must be adopted into the
countywide planning policies, County and city comprehensive plans, and/or
development regulations, as appropriate, during the next scheduled update
(RCW 36.70A.215 (2)(d)). Whatcom County’s and the cities’ approach to
reasonable measures is addressed in Section 5.3, and examples of
reasonable measures that have been adopted in other jurisdictions is
provided in Appendix A.
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2.3. Relationship to Land Capacity Analysis
While only select Washington counties and cities are subject to the Buildable
Lands requirements, all counties and cities that are required or choose to
plan under the Growth Management Act must complete a Land Capacity
Analysis (LCA) as part of any periodic Comprehensive Plan update (RCW
36.70A.115). The purpose of an LCA is to determine if there is sufficient
capacity for development within Urban Growth Areas (UGAs) during the 20year planning period in the next comprehensive plan update. The purpose of
the BLR is to evaluate the growth and development assumptions adopted in
the existing countywide planning policies and comprehensive plans and
compare them against actual growth. The BLR also includes an estimate of
land capacity in the remaining portion of the existing 20-year planning
period.
The methods used for the BLR are similar to those used for the LCA, but the
planning horizons are different. The existing comprehensive plan planning
horizon (for the BLR) is through the year 2036. The next comprehensive plan
horizon (for the LCA) will extend through the year 2045. Additionally, the
BLR uses achieved densities to determine the amount of land needed for the
remaining portion of the 20-year planning period in the most recently
adopted comprehensive plans (RCW 36.70A.215(3)(e)). In contrast, the LCA
may use assumed densities (WAC 365-196-210(6) and WAC 365-196-300(2)
and (3)). This report addresses the relationship between the Buildable Lands
Report and the Land Capacity Analysis in Section 6.

WHATCOM COUNTY REVIEW
AND EVALUATION PROGRAM

DRAFT
OCTOBER 2021

PAGE 9

3. DATA COLLECTION
3.1. Review and Evaluation Period
For the first Buildable Lands Report due in June 2022, Whatcom County and
the cities will assess data from the years following the adoption of the most
recent comprehensive plan update, which was completed in 2016. The first
Report will review development data from April 1, 2016 to March 31, 2021.
For subsequent Buildable Lands Reports, the Review and Evaluation Period
will include the years since the adoption of the latest comprehensive plan or
the previous Buildable Lands analysis (RCW 36.70A.215(3)(d)). Each report
is due no later than three years prior to the deadline for the next
comprehensive plan, resulting in an eight-year Buildable Lands cycle. For
any year selected as a base or end point for study, Whatcom County and the
cities have selected April 1 as the breaking point in order to align with the
Washington State Office of Financial Management’s (OFM) population
estimates.

3.2. Study Area Boundaries
The Buildable Lands Analysis includes the portion of Whatcom County
located west of the National Forest with a particular focus on UGAs,
including land within city limits.

3.3. Annual Data
Data Collection and Evaluation Overview
Each Whatcom County jurisdiction will be responsible for collecting key data
on development in their jurisdiction during the Review and Evaluation
Period. These data will be inserted in Data Reporting Tools, which are
spreadsheets intended to facilitate consistency across the jurisdictions. The
Data Reporting Tools will be shared with Whatcom County, which will lead
the evaluation. Whatcom County will also gather data for unincorporated
UGAs and rural areas.
The County and the cities will work together to complete the evaluation. The
County and cities will engage at key points to review work in progress. The
County and cities may need to formalize arrangements for data sharing
responsibilities through memorandums of understanding (MOUs), interlocal
agreements, or other contracts. Alternatively, informal cooperative data
sharing may continue without formal agreements, as in the past.

Types of Data to Collect
While the following types of data should be collected annually, data collection
is only required to the extent necessary to determine compliance with RCW
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36.70A.215 (including achieved densities and the remaining quantity and
types of land available for development during the current planning period).
On an annual basis, jurisdictions should collect following types of data:
1. Development activity and other land use changes, including:


Building permits and plats



Renovations, if adding capacity



New construction – new units, new industrial space, new
commercial space, and quantities of land developed



Demolition data – units and space removed



Annexations



Changes to UGAs



Changes to the amount of land zoned for residential,
commercial, and industrial development

2. Changes to zoning and development standards which could impact
future land capacity
3. Changes to environmental regulations which could impact future
land capacity
4. Changes to planned capital facilities which could impact future
land capacity
5. Adopted reasonable measures

3.4. Data Reporting Tools
With the assistance of CAI, the County and cities have developed
spreadsheet-based Data Reporting Tools for the jurisdictions to use to
capture all required data between April 1, 2016 and March 31, 2021. Detailed
guidance on how to use the tools is provided on the “Instructions” documents
associated with the spreadsheets. Four separate Data Reporting Tools have
been developed:


City of Bellingham;



Small Cities and UGAs (identical to City of Bellingham spreadsheet,
except with fewer columns for data);



Non-UGAs (simplified spreadsheet for rural and resource lands); and



Countywide (addresses annexations, UGA expansions, and zoning map
changes).

Each jurisdiction will fill out a Data Report Tool. The city data will be
maintained separately from the unincorporated UGA data (relating to
development in the UGA, but outside city limits). This is because urban
WHATCOM COUNTY REVIEW
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density development is anticipated within city limits, where public water and
sewer are typically available. However, the cities in Whatcom County
generally do not extend public water and sewer for new developments prior to
annexation. Therefore, urban residential development will generally not
occur in the unincorporated UGAs associated with cities until annexation
(except on existing platted lots). In fact, the County zoning typically limits
new subdivisions in UGAs to a density of one dwelling/ten acres in urban
residential zoning districts until public water and sewer are available.
The City of Bellingham and the Small Cities/UGA tools include the following
sections:
1. Buildable Lands Summary: UGA-level summary of new development
during the Review and Evaluation Period and remaining growth to
accommodate. Calculates achieved densities by city or UGA for
comparison with planned densities in the comprehensive plan, which will
considered by each jurisdiction when evaluating compliance with RCW
36.70A.215(1)(a).
2. Planned v. Achieved: Comparison of planned and achieved densities by
use and zoning designation, which will result in useful information that
may be considered by local jurisdictions in their next comprehensive plan
update.
3. Land Development Summary: Development totals by use and zoning
designation in terms of land developed and built area developed
(Commercial/industrial square footage and residential units).
4. Land Development Detail: Detailed calculations for net area developed,
achieved densities, and portion of developable area devoted to rights-ofway and other infrastructure by use and zoning designation.
5. Building Permit Data: Information on building permits that received a
final inspection (i.e. construction has been completed) by development
type (single family, multifamily, commercial, industrial, or mixed use).
6. Plat Data: Information on short plat, long plat, and binding site plan
activity by development type (single family, multifamily, commercial,
industrial, or mixed use).
7. Planned Densities: Planned densities by use for relevant zoning
designations to provide a comparison against achieved densities. If
planned densities have not been adopted for a certain area, this field may
be left blank (or “N/A” may be inserted).
8. Planned Capital Facilities: Planned future capital facilities.
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9. Regulatory Updates: Information on regulatory changes with potential
to impact future land capacity. The regulatory update information for the
unincorporated portion of city UGAs will be based upon (reference) the
changes to city regulations, since these unincorporated areas will
primarily be developed with urban land uses when city water and sewer
become available after annexation.
10. Reasonable Measures: Tracks any adopted reasonable measures.

4. REVIEW AND EVALUATION
DEVELOPMENT

OF

LAND SUITABLE

FOR

The GMA requires counties and cities to identify land suitable for
development or redevelopment and determine whether there is sufficient
suitable land to accommodate future growth (RCW 36.70A.215(3)). This
section outlines necessary steps and recommended methods to complete a
Buildable Lands analysis. The basic steps for cities and UGAs are as follows:
1. Review Achieved Densities: using the Data Reporting Tools, calculate
the net residential and employment density of development that occurred
during the review and evaluation period and compare to growth and
development assumptions adopted in the countywide planning policies or
comprehensive plans.
2. Assemble Net Developable Land Inventory: update the supply of
vacant, partially used, and under-utilized land which will be available for
development during the remainder of the current planning period.
3. Estimate Population and Employment Capacity: using the Suitable
Land Tools, which are spreadsheets intended to facilitate consistency
across the jurisdictions, determine the population and employment
capacity of the current developable land inventory, based on achieved
densities.
4. Evaluate Land Capacity: using the Suitable Land Tools, compare
population and employment growth projections to current capacity
determined in previous step and identify the potential capacity surplus or
deficit.
If the analysis identifies deficits in land capacity, or if recent development
has diverged from growth and developments assumptions adopted in the
countywide planning policies or comprehensive plan, there is an additional
requirement to determine if reasonable measures are required to improve
consistency (See Section 5.3).
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4.1. Review Assumptions and Achieved Densities
Several key components of the Buildable Lands analysis rely on calculating
the achieved net density of new residential, commercial, and industrial
development in cities and UGAs during the Review and Evaluation Period
(2016-2021). Final calculations for these factors are expressed in terms of
dwelling units per net acre for residential development, and floor area ratios
(FARs) for commercial and industrial development.

Develop Population and Employment Assumptions
Calculating future population capacity requires assumptions about
occupancy rates and average household size. Calculating future employment
capacity requires assumptions about occupancy rates and building square
feet per employee. These assumptions are used to translate built commercial
and industrial building area into an estimate of the number of employees
that can be accommodated in that area. Separate building square feet per
employee assumptions should be developed for commercial and industrial
land uses.
The City of Bellingham has an existing data sharing agreement with the
Washington State Employment Security Department (ESD) that provides the
City with access to countywide employment data. Additionally, the
Assessor’s Office has provided commercial and industrial square footage
statistics by parcel. Using this information, the City of Bellingham conducted
an analysis and issued a Technical Memo Estimating Square Feet Per Job for
Commercial and Industrial Lands in Whatcom County (October 20, 2020),
which produced the following estimates:
Exhibit 1.A. 2020 Whatcom County Sq Ft Per Job Summary by Individual Jurisdiction

Analysis Area

Adjusted
Mean
Commercial Sq
Ft/Job

Record
Count (tax
parcels)

Adjusted
Mean
Industrial Sq
Ft/Job

Adjusted
Median
Commercial Sq
Ft/Job

Adjusted
Median
Industrial Sq
Ft/Job

1,116

583

974

436

661

Birch Bay UGA

21

992

884

952

884

Blaine UGA

98

587

1,099

531

739

Cherry Point UGA

9

205

1,779

205

1,689

Columbia Valley UGA *

2

-

Bellingham UGA

-

-

-

Everson UGA

35

800

1,501

751

1,202

Ferndale UGA

186

580

1,129

498

825

Lynden UGA

164

721

1,037

531

807

Nooksack UGA

12

605

795

468

621

Sumas UGA

30

669

890

473

563
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Rural Areas
All Whatcom County

228

691

1,039

500

717

1,901

616

1,036

462

717

* The terms stipulated in the data access contract by ESD restrict sharing statistics that may violate employer confidentiality.
Specifically, the “3/80” rule must be adhered to. This rule states that any statistical summary category must have no fewer
than three employers, and that no single employer can represent more than 80% of the jobs in a category. The summary
categories for this analysis met these criteria with the exception of the individual breakout for the Columbia Valley UGA.

Exhibit 1.B. 2020 Whatcom County Sq Ft Per Job Summary by Grouped Areas

Analysis Area

Record Count
(tax parcels)

Adjusted Mean
Commercial Sq
Ft/Job

Adjusted Mean
Industrial Sq
Ft/Job

Adjusted Median Adjusted Median
Commercial Sq
Industrial Sq
Ft/Job
Ft/Job

Bellingham UGA

1,116

583

974

436

661

Small City UGAs

525

652

1,097

531

795

Non-City UGAs *

32

899

1,513

772

1,326

557

665

1,118

532

812

1,673

607

1,035

460

718

228

691

1,039

500

717

4,131

616

1,036

462

717

Small City & Non-City UGAs
All UGA Areas
Rural Areas
All Whatcom County

* Non-city UGAs include Birch Bay, Cherry Point, and Columbia Valley.
Data sources: 4th Quarter 2019 WA State Employment Security data and August 2020 W.C. Assessor's Bldg
Details data. Note: building sq ft for Cherry Point UGA - BP and Philips 66 refineries and Intalco aluminum
plant calculated from 2019 aerial imagery (missing from Bldg Details data).

The County and cities can use these statistics when developing employment
density (square footage per employee) assumptions for commercial and
industrial development.
Once employment density assumptions have been selected, the next step is to
determine achieved densities.

Determine Achieved Densities
The purpose of this step is to determine the actual density of residential and
employment development that occurred during the Review and Evaluation
Period. Final calculations are expressed in terms of dwelling units per net
acre for residential development and floor area ratios for commercial and
industrial development. In Section 4.3, achieved net density data is used to
convert developable land into future population and employment capacity for
cities and UGAs.
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Data Needed
 Output from previous step: Population and employment
assumptions.


All development activity in each UGA during the Review and
Evaluation Period (gathered with Data Reporting Tool, described in
Section 3.4).

Steps
1. Each jurisdiction is responsible for gathering data on its development
activity, as described in Section 3 of this report.
2. The County will gather updated Data Reporting Tools from all
jurisdictions. The Data Reporting Tools employ the following steps to
arrive at achieved densities:
2.1. Jurisdictions input parcel- and plat-level data on individual
developments that occurred during the Review and Evaluation
Period. The following details are required for each permit or plat
record in order to calculate achieved densities:
 Zoning designation and jurisdiction
 Development type (single family, multifamily, commercial,
industrial, or mixed use)
 Gross site area
 Portions of sites to be removed from buildable area in cities
and UGAs (critical areas, rights-of-way, other
infrastructure, and other land for public purposes)
 New residential units
 Total building square footage for commercial, industrial,
and mixed use development
 Year built
2.2. The tool calculates the net area on sites that have been developed
in each zoning designation by use in cities and UGAs. This
requires adding the gross area, in acres, and subtracting acreage
dedicated to critical areas, rights-of-way, other infrastructure,
and public purposes.
2.3. The tool adds the amount of development (units for residential
uses or floor area for commercial and industrial uses) in each
zoning designation by use.
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2.4. Finally, achieved densities by use are calculated for each zoning
designation using the calculations shown in Exhibit 2. Achieved
densities are also calculated for each UGA.
Exhibit 2. Basic Achieved Density Calculations by Development Type
Development Type

Achieved Density Calculation

Residential - Single Family and Multifamily

Units / Net Acre (cities and UGAs
Units / Gross Acre (non-UGAs)

Commercial and Industrial

Floor Area / Net Site Area (cities
and UGAs)
Floor Area / Gross Site Area (nonUGAs)

Note: For mixed-use development, the site area is apportioned between residential and
commercial uses based on the share of building square footage dedicated to each use.

3. The tool also calculates the portion of land dedicated to rights-of-way and
infrastructure in cities and UGAs, to be applied in Section 4.2.,
“Deductions for Future Infrastructure”.

4.2. Assemble Net Developable Land Inventory
The Net Developable Land Inventory for UGAs (including land within city
limits) and UGA Reserves consists of all land which, as of April 1, 2021, is
considered vacant, partially used, or under-utilized and which is expected to
be available for development and served by infrastructure during the current
planning period. This process includes the following steps, described in detail
in the following sections:


Compile Gross Developable Land Inventory: Identify parcels
zoned for residential and employment development which are
considered vacant, partially used, or under-utilized.



Deduct Critical Areas and Other Areas with Reduced
Development Potential: Remove the parcels and portions of parcels
which are impacted by critical areas or other issues that, it is
assumed, will not be developable during the planning period.
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Deduct Land for Future Public Uses: Remove any land already
planned for future capital facilities and quasi-public uses.
Infrastructure Gaps: Determine if there are infrastructure gaps that
would prevent urban density development on vacant, partially used,
and/or under-utilized lands over the remainder of the planning period.



Deduct Land for Future Infrastructure: Remove any land
required for future infrastructure.



Local Jurisdiction Review: Work with jurisdictions to review and
adjust the developable land inventory.



Deduct Market Factor: Apply a reasonable market factor to account
for lands that are not likely to be available for development because of
land owner preferences or other reasons not accounted in the previous
deduction steps.



Calculate Net Developable Land: The result once the market factor
has been applied.

Compile Gross Developable Land Inventory
The purpose of this step is to identify all lands within UGAs, including lands
within city limits, that are considered vacant, partially used, or underutilized. These lands comprise the Gross Developable Land Inventory.
Data Needed
 GIS shapefile of Whatcom County Assessor’s Office countywide parcel
data. Shapefile must include the following attributes for each parcel:





o

Assessed improvement value

o

Assessed land value

o

GIS acreage per parcel

GIS shapefiles from cities and the County including:
o

Boundaries for all UGAs and incorporated cities

o

Zoning for all jurisdictions (and city future zoning or land use
designations for UGAs).

o

Critical areas deduction acreage per parcel

o

Dividing of split-zoned and split-jurisdiction parcels

Compiled recent plat and permit activity data (gathered per Section
3).
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Steps
1. Identify and remove parcels not classified for residential, commercial, or
industrial uses.
2. Identify and remove parcels less than 2,400 square feet in size, unless
specifically identified by the jurisdiction as developable land.
3. Identify and code parcels as vacant, partially used, or under-utilized. Use
GIS processes and database queries to apply the definitional thresholds
listed in Exhibit 3.

Exhibit 3. Criteria for Classifying Developable Land
Category

Parcel Zoning

Criteria for Classification

Vacant

All Residential,
Commercial,
Industrial

Improvement value less than $10,000

Partially
Used

Single Family

Parcel size greater than three (3) times
minimum allowed under zoning.1 This may to
lowered to between two (2) and three (3) times
the minimum allowed under zoning at the
discretion of the jurisdiction.
Jurisdictions may propose to exclude parcels
with current assessed improvement value >
93rd percentile2 of jurisdiction improvement
values if the parcel size is less than five acres

Multifamily,
Commercial,
Industrial

Ratio between improvement value and land
value less than 1.03
Jurisdictions can identify existing
development, such as gas stations or uses that
preclude significant development on the site,

This threshold accounts for parcels less than three times the minimum size that due to parcel
configuration, location of existing development on the site, or other factors are not likely to be
divided to their maximum potential.
2 The option to exclude parcels with high improvement values is meant to account for large single
family parcels with high-end homes that are unlikely to be subdivided. The 93 rd percentile threshold
was determined by analyzing the distribution of housing values in the County and selecting a
reasonable value that could be applied across all jurisdictions.
3 The Department of Commerce’s Buildable Lands Guidelines (2018) state “. . . When the value of the
land is near or higher than the value of the improvement on the land, the property is generally going
to be more favorable for redevelopment. . .” (p. 34).
1
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Category

Parcel Zoning

Criteria for Classification
as fully developed when the ratio of
improvement value to land value is less than
1.0. If identified as fully developed, the parcel
will be subtracted from the inventory.

UnderUtilized

Single Family

N/A

Multifamily

Parcels occupied by nonconforming singlefamily residential uses

Commercial and
Industrial

Parcels occupied by nonconforming residential
uses or other nonconforming uses.

4. Cross-reference parcels classified as vacant, partially used, or underutilized with local permit and plat data. Identify any parcels with
multifamily permits, commercial/industrial permits and binding site
plans, and preliminary and final plats that have not yet been constructed.
This includes master planned projects that have not been completely built
out but have received approval, as determined by the applicable
jurisdiction, for a certain number of dwelling units or
commercial/industrial square footage. Only projects that have received
preliminary approval will be included in this list. These parcels should be
set aside and classified as “pending”, but not included in the gross
developable land inventory. Pending capacity will be added to the final
land capacity total in Section 4.3.
5. Make adjustments for mobile homes. The primary concern is that some
mobile home parks may show up as vacant if the mobile home value is not
captured in the Assessor’s improvement value data. Staff will use aerial
imagery to truth check developable parcel designations in their respective
jurisdictions against known areas with mobile home developments. If
mischaracterized mobile home parks are identified, manually adjust the
developable category designation in the land inventory database.
6. Partially used parcels in commercial and industrial zones may be split
into fully developed and vacant portions for purposes of land capacity
analysis.
7. Following this process, the remaining parcels classified as vacant,
partially used, or under-utilized constitute the Gross Developable Land
Inventory.

WHATCOM COUNTY REVIEW
AND EVALUATION PROGRAM

DRAFT
OCTOBER 2021

PAGE 20

Deduct Critical Areas and Other Areas with Reduced
Development Potential
In the next step of the process, subtract all critical areas and other lands
with reduced development potential from the Gross Developable Land
Inventory. Each city will be responsible for determining and making spatial
deductions from the developable land supply within their city limits and the
associated UGA (the County may provide assistance for those jurisdictions
that do not have in-house GIS capabilities). The County will be responsible
for determining and making spatial deductions from the developable land
supply within non-city UGAs.
Data Needed
 Output from previous step: Shapefile of parcels in Gross
Developable Land Inventory.


Critical areas GIS data relating to wetlands, rivers, streams, steep
slopes, geologically hazardous areas, floodplains.



Local critical area and shoreline buffers, identifying areas to be
removed from buildable capacity.



Information relating to naturally occurring asbestos.

Steps
1. Each jurisdiction will include the following types of critical areas in
the analysis:
Wetlands
The County and cities will use wetland inventories and buffers from
their respective jurisdictions, as described below.
Streams and Rivers
The County and cities will use stream inventories and buffers from
their respective jurisdictions, as described below.
Steep Slopes and Hazard Areas
The County and cities will subtract all areas with slopes greater than
35%. Land impacted by alluvial fan hazard areas, where regulations
restrict land division, will also be subtracted. For city UGAs, other
hazard areas identified by the city may be subtracted. For non-city
UGAs, other hazard areas identified by the County may be subtracted.
Floodplain
All land in the floodway will be removed from the inventory. All lands
within 100-year floodplains of non-city UGAs will also be removed
from the inventory. All lands within floodplains of city UGAs will be
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removed from the inventory where regulations would prohibit or
significantly limit development, as determined by the applicable City.
Naturally Occurring Asbestos
Land with documented naturally occurring asbestos will be removed
from the inventory.
Other Undevelopable Areas
Deduct other areas, such as mitigations sites and old dump sites, that
are not available or suited to development.
2. Deduct critical areas and other areas with reduced development
potential for residential parcels. Critical area buffers will be deducted
from the residential land supply unless the jurisdiction, based upon
their knowledge of local codes and circumstances, determines that
some of the buffers should be included in the residential land supply.
For city UGAs, buffer distances will be based on city critical area
regulations. For non-city UGAs, buffer distances will be based on
County critical area regulations.
3. Deduct critical areas, critical area buffers, land use buffers and other
areas with reduced development potential for commercial and
industrial parcels. For city UGAs, buffer distances will be based on
city critical area regulations. For non-city UGAs, buffer distances will
be based on County critical area regulations.
4. The resulting selection of developable parcels unconstrained by these
areas will be used as the land base to calculate deductions for future
public uses, future infrastructure and market factors.

Deduct Land for Future Public Uses
Next, parcels that are intended for public uses should be deducted from the
developable land totals, including schools, police and fire stations, recreation
facilities and open space.
Data Needed
 Output from previous step: Shapefile of parcels in Gross
Developable Land Inventory with critical areas removed.


“Planned Capital Facilities” sections from Data Reporting Tools.



Capital facilities plans for public facilities (water, sewer, stormwater,
parks, schools) and public services (police, fire), particularly if they
include plans for land usage and property acquisition.

Steps
1. Review “Planned Capital Facilities” from the jurisdiction’s capital
facility plans and Data Reporting Tool. Remove parcels identified for
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future capital facilities from the inventory. This should include any
property already owned by public entities and designated for future
expansion as well as any known public uses in master planned areas.
2. Identify any additional acreage for future capital facility purposes that
should be deducted from the inventory that is not yet associated with
specific parcels. Deduct these acreage totals manually from the
inventory if within a jurisdiction’s or special purpose district’s
proposed or approved capital facilities plan.
3. If appropriate, analyze ownership information for parcels in the
developable land inventory and exclude those owned by public entities
that will not likely accommodate housing or employment. This step
may not be necessary if future public use parcels were already
excluded when the first residential, commercial, and industrial parcels
were selected.
4. In order to account for other future quasi-public uses (e.g. community
centers, daycare centers, churches, etc.) apply a five percent (5%)
deduction on developable land. The deduction should be applied to the
Developable Land Inventory after critical areas are removed but
before any other deductions for infrastructure or market factors.
5. During the local jurisdiction review process, adjustments to the 5%
other quasi-public uses deduction may be considered to account for
local conditions and data availability.

Infrastructure Gaps
Assessment of land suitable for development must include identification of
infrastructure gaps (including transportation, water, sewer, and stormwater)
that could prevent assigned densities from being achieved. Local jurisdictions
should be able to rely on adopted capital facility plans when completing their
assessment of land suitable for development (State Buildable Lands
Guidelines, 2018, p. 31).
Data Needed


Output from previous step: Shapefile of parcels in Gross
Developable Land Inventory with previous deductions.



Capital facility plans.

Steps
1. Each jurisdiction will review capital facilities plans to determine
whether developable land in the UGA will likely be served by existing
or planned infrastructure (including transportation, water, sewer, and
stormwater facilities) within the remaining portion of the planning
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period. In conducting this review, the jurisdiction will consider
whether significant delays, funding lapses, or difficulties acquiring
sufficient land for capital facilities will prevent the service provider
from supplying planned capital facilities to developable land within
the planning period.
2. If the jurisdiction determines that no infrastructure gaps exist
because there likely will be adequate infrastructure to serve the
developable land in the UGA within the planning period, this finding
will be documented in the Buildable Lands Report.
3. If the jurisdiction determines that infrastructure gaps exist because
there will not likely be adequate infrastructure to serve certain
developable parcels in the UGA, the jurisdiction will:
a. Document the infrastructure gaps, including a map showing the
area(s) with the infrastructure gaps. This documentation will
be incorporated into the Buildable Lands Report.
b. Identify the capital facility plans that need to be updated to
address the infrastructure gaps and the timeline for updating
these capital facility plans; and
c. Identify areas already in capital facility plans that are waiting
on developer infrastructure improvements and differentiate
from gaps in publically provided infrastructure; and
d. Determine if the planned capacity of the land subject to
infrastructure gaps should be reduced while the infrastructure
gaps are being addressed. Determine, as appropriate, how
much the planned capacity should be reduced for the remainder
of the planning period (2021-2036).

Deduct Land for Future Infrastructure (Rights-of-Way and Other
Development Requirements)
Deductions for future infrastructure, including rights-of-way (ROW) and
other development requirements, will be based on the percentage of land
dedicated to infrastructure in recent plats, permits, and developments. This
percentage is calculated in the Data Reporting Tool, and is calculated after
critical areas and land for future public uses are removed.
If there is insufficient data to calculate deduction for infrastructure, then
standard deductions based on reasonable assumptions may be used.
Data Needed
 Output from previous step: Shapefile of parcels in Gross
Developable Land Inventory with critical areas and future public uses
removed.
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Results from recent development activity analysis – percentage of
developable area (minus critical areas, associated open space and
public uses) devoted to ROWs and other infrastructure.

Steps
1. Summarize acreage of developable land minus critical area and public
use deductions by zoning designation for each UGA.
2. Analyze recent development activity to determine infrastructure
percentage deduction factors by UGA (see Section 4.1).
3. Apply these deduction factors to the inventory of developable land
unconstrained by critical areas to calculate the acreage deduction for
infrastructure. The infrastructure deduction may be applied by UGA
or by specific zoning designation depending on the quantity and
quality of recent development activity data.

Local Jurisdiction Review
Local jurisdictions will review developable parcel designations and other
deductions through communications and/or meetings, if necessary, between
County and City staff. The number of communications and/or meetings will
depend on the complexity of the jurisdiction’s land supply issues.
Data Needed


Output from previous step: Shapefile of parcels in Gross
Developable Land Inventory with critical areas, future public uses,
and future infrastructure removed.



All other geospatial data used up to this point.

Steps
1. The County will prepare maps for each UGA showing vacant, partially
used, and under-utilized parcels overlaid on aerial imagery. Some
larger UGAs may need to be presented in multiple maps.
2. The maps, along with tabular parcel data underlying the maps will be
sent to each city for review. If appropriate, County staff will meet with
city staff to discuss issues such as any adjustments to developable
land classification, critical areas, infrastructure deductions, public use
deductions, assumed density assumptions, market factor assumptions,
and other jurisdiction-specific assumptions described elsewhere in this
methodology.
The range of additional issues that can be considered during the local
jurisdiction review process include but are not limited to the following:


Critical areas not identified through GIS analysis
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Known interest in development or redevelopment of particular
parcels/areas



Parking and outdoor storage associated with adjacent uses



Other associated/related uses spanning multiple parcels



Irregular parcel shapes making development unlikely

Deduct Market Factor
The market factor is a final deduction to account for lands assumed not to be
available for development during the remainder of the planning period. It is
expected that over the remaining 20-year planning period some lands will be
kept off the market due to speculative holding, land banking, and personal
use, among other reasons.
The market factor assumptions referenced below were used in the Whatcom
County Land Capacity Analysis Detailed Methodology (2015). Whatcom
County and the cities are undertaking additional analysis to develop more
refined local market factors, as described in Appendix B. Market factors
used by other buildable land counties in the past are set forth in the State’s
2018 Buildable Lands Guidelines (p. 49).
Data Required


Output from previous step: Shapefile of parcels in Gross
Developable Land Inventory with critical areas, future public uses,
and future infrastructure removed, as reviewed and approved by all
jurisdictions.



Market factor assumptions.

Steps
1. Summarize acreage in the Developable Land Inventory by zoning
designation, by land use (residential and commercial/industrial) and
developable land designation (vacant, partially used, and underutilized). This acreage should represent developable land after critical
areas, infrastructure, and public uses have been deducted.
2. The base market factors listed below are consistent with those used in
the 2016 UGA Review LCA, and accepted practice elsewhere in
western Washington. During the local jurisdiction review process, the
base market factors may be adjusted to account for local conditions
and future plans. If market factors are adjusted, the final overall
average market factor for a UGA should not exceed 25%, except where
the jurisdiction has well-documented support for why a larger market
factor is appropriate.
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If no better-supported market factor has been developed for a zoning
designation, apply the following base deduction factors to the
developable acreage for that zoning designation:


For vacant residential and commercial/industrial zones: 15%
market factor



For partially used and under-utilized residential and
commercial/industrial zones: 25% market factor

3. As a reference point, the overall average market factor for all
developable land should be calculated for each UGA (total acres
deducted based on market factor percentage divided by total acres in
the Developable Land Inventory after critical areas, infrastructure,
and public uses have been deducted).
4. A market factor may be applied to master planned projects by the
jurisdiction.

Calculate Net Developable Land
After applying the market factor, the final acreage totals by zoning
designation and UGA represent the updated Net Developable Land Inventory
– the land expected to be available to accommodate future population and
employment over the remaining planning period.

4.3. Estimate Population and Employment Capacity
In this step, Net Developable Land Inventory is converted into population
and employment capacity. The final product is an estimate of the number of
people and employees that can be accommodated in each UGA on developable
land. This process includes the following steps, described in detail in the
following sections:


Determine Assumed Future Densities: Use achieved densities
(Section 4.1) as the baseline assumed densities for future
development in the UGA over the remaining portion of the current 20year planning period. If there is little or no data on achieved densities,
or the achieved densities are clearly not reflective of future
development that is anticipated in the UGA then, based on a review of
achieved densities in comparable areas and other analysis, develop
assumptions for future development densities by UGA and land use.



Determine Population Capacity: Apply residential density
assumptions to the residential Net Developable Land Inventory to
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estimate current capacity for new residential development in UGAs
and UGA Reserves.


Determine Employment Capacity: Apply employment development
density assumptions to the commercial and industrial Net Developable
Land Inventory to estimate current capacity for new commercial and
industrial development. Based on employee densities developed in
Section 4.1, translate capacity for physical space into capacity for
employees.

Determine Assumed Future Densities
The purpose of this step is to select appropriate assumed densities that are
supported by analysis as being representative of how development might
occur during the remainder of the planning period. Per RCW
36.70A.215(3)(a), “zoned capacity of land alone is not a sufficient standard to
deem land suitable for development or redevelopment within the 20-year
period”.
RCW 36.70A.215(3) requires local jurisdictions to determine actual densities
and use these densities to determine the amount of land needed for growth
over the remaining portion of the 20-year planning period used in the most
recently adopted comprehensive plan. For Whatcom County, the 20-year
planning period in the adopted comprehensive plan extends through the year
2036. Achieved densities, as calculated in Section 4.1, serve as the basis for
future densities and should be used for assumed future densities unless there
is a justifiable reason why they are not appropriate. If there is insufficient
data for a specific area, the jurisdiction may use achieved densities from
comparable areas, as indicated below:


Within city limits, the city will determine assumed densities;



Within a city UGA, the city and County will collaboratively determine
assumed densities; and



Within a non-city UGA, the County will determine assumed densities.

If alternate future densities are used, the rationale for deviating from
achieved densities must be clearly stated in the Buildable Lands Report (see
State Buildable Lands Guidelines, 2018, p. 40).

Determine Population Capacity
This section describes how to derive future population growth capacity from
the Net Developable Land Inventory in residential zones and the residential
portion of mixed-used zones.
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Data Needed
 The Net Developable Land Inventory of residential and the residential
portion of mixed-use zones calculated under Section 4.2.


Assumed future densities for residential and mixed-use zones.



Whatcom County Assessor’s Office data on numbers of dwelling units
on partially used and under-utilized parcels.



Parcels with pending residential capacity identified in Section 4.2.



Data from the Washington State Office of Financial Management
(OFM) and/or the US Census on occupancy rates and average
household sizes.

Steps
Determine Total Dwelling Unit Capacity by Zoning Designation
1.

Multiply residential acres from the Net Developable Land
Inventory in each zoning designation by the assumed density
(dwelling units/net acre) for each zoning designation. Only the
residential portion of the mixed use acres will be included in this
calculation. The result is the total dwelling unit capacity available
in each zone before accounting for existing development on
partially used and under-utilized parcels.

2.

Remove existing units on partially used and under-utilized parcels
by zoning designation from the totals from the previous step so
that existing units are not counted as part of partially used or
under-utilized parcel capacity.

3.

In Section 4.2, parcels with pending developments were set aside.
These parcels included preliminary or final plats, permits, and
binding site plans for developments that have received preliminary
approval but have not yet been constructed. Master planned
projects that have not been completely built out but have received
approval for a certain number of dwelling units are also included.
The estimated capacity in these developments is more accurate
than calculated theoretical capacity. Summarize total dwelling
units in these pending developments by zone. Add these units to
subtotal dwelling units from Step 2. The output will be total
dwelling units of capacity available in each zone.
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Calculate Total Occupied Dwelling Unit Capacity by Zoning Designation
1.

Select occupancy rate assumptions for each UGA by using data
from OFM and/or the US Census. 4

2.

Multiply the total dwelling units of capacity in each zoning
designation by selected occupancy rate assumptions. The output
will be total potential occupied dwelling units in each zone.

Calculate Total Population Capacity by UGA
1.

Select average household size assumptions for each UGA by using
data from OFM and/or the US Census.

2.

The local jurisdiction will categorize each zoning designation as
either a single family zone or multifamily zone. The distinction
between single family and multifamily zones is important because
there are different occupancy rates and average household sizes for
single family and multifamily development.

3.

Multiply total occupied dwelling units in the single family and
multifamily categories in each zone by average household size
assumptions for these categories. The final output will be total
population capacity within each UGA.

Determine Employment Capacity
This section describes how capacity to accommodate future employment
growth is derived from the Net Developable Land Inventory for commercial
and industrial zones and the commercial portion of mixed-used zones.
Data Needed
 The Net Developable Land Inventory of commercial, industrial, and
mixed-use zones (see Section 4.2).


Assumed Floor Area Ratio (FAR) values for future development in
commercial, industrial, and mixed-use zones.



Assumed square feet per employee (FTE) for commercial or industrial
space (employment density).



Whatcom County Assessor’s Office data for partially used and underutilized parcels.



Parcels with pending commercial or industrial capacity identified in
Section 4.2.

Seasonal housing is considered vacant according to Census definitions.
These housing units are not included in the occupied housing unit category
and are not folded into Census calculations of average household size.
4
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Steps
Determine Total Building Square Footage Capacity by Zone
1.

Multiply commercial and industrial acres from the Net
Developable Land Inventory in each zone (converted to square feet)
by the assumed FAR for each zone. Only the commercial and
industrial portions of the mixed use acres will be included in this
calculation. The output will be the total building square footage
capacity available in each zone before accounting for existing
development on partially used and under-utilized parcels.

2.

Summarize total existing commercial and industrial building
square footage on partially used and under-utilized parcels by
zone. Subtract this square footage from the totals from the
previous step so that existing buildings are not counted as part of
partially used or under-utilized parcel capacity.

3.

In Section 4.2, parcels with pending developments were set aside.
These parcels included commercial and industrial permits or
binding site plans for developments that have received preliminary
approval but have not yet been constructed. Master planned
projects that have not been completely built out but have received
approval for a certain amount of commercial/industrial square
footage are also included. The estimated capacity in these
developments is more accurate than calculated theoretical
capacity. Summarize total commercial and industrial building
square footage in these pending developments by zone. Add this
square footage to the totals from Step 2. The output will be total
commercial and industrial square footage capacity available in
each zone.

Determine Total Occupied Square Footage by Zone
1.

Multiply the total square footage capacity in each zone by a 95%
occupancy rate assumption. The occupancy rate assumption can be
adjusted based on current and accurate data provided by local
jurisdictions (e.g. real estate market reports). The output will be
total potential occupied commercial and industrial square footage
in each zone.

Determine Total Employment Capacity by UGA
1. Aggregate the occupied commercial and industrial square footage
capacity by zone into the two categories used in the future
employment allocation process: Commercial and Industrial. Exhibit
3 in Section 7 provides definitions for each category by NAICS code.
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2. Determine employment density (square footage of floor-space per
employee) assumptions for future commercial and industrial
development. Employment density will be based upon one of the
following:
a. The employment density recommended by the local jurisdiction,
provided that their recommendation is based upon achieved
employment densities or other relevant data.
b. Employment densities derived from the City of Bellingham’s
Technical Memo Estimating Square Feet Per Job for
Commercial and Industrial Lands in Whatcom County (October
20, 2020), which are shown in Exhibits 1.A and 1.B.
3. Divide the total occupied commercial and industrial square footage in
each category by the employment density assumptions. The final
output will be total employment capacity within each UGA.

4.4. Evaluate Land Capacity
The final step is to evaluate whether there is currently enough land capacity
in UGAs to accommodate projected growth through the remainder of the
current 20-year planning period (2021-2036). This includes the following
steps:


Compare Population Capacity to Remaining Projected
Growth: Compare the population growth capacity estimated in
Section 4.3 to the remaining projected population growth. Identify
any inconsistencies.



Compare Employment Capacity to Remaining Projected
Growth: Compare the employment growth capacity estimated in
Section 4.3 to remaining projected growth in employees. Identify any
inconsistencies.

Compare Population Capacity to Remaining Projected Growth
This section describes how to determine if there is sufficient capacity in each
UGA to accommodate remaining population growth in the current 20-year
planning period.
Data Needed
 Population growth estimates by UGA from 2016-2021 calculated based
upon building permits.


Current 20-year population projections by UGA.



Current population capacity by UGA, as calculated in Section 4.3.
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Steps
1. Subtract the population growth estimates (2016-2021) by UGA from the
current 20-year population growth projections to determine remaining
growth to be accommodated in each UGA (2021-2036). The Data
Reporting Tool performs this calculation.
2. Compare remaining projected population growth to be accommodated
(from Data Reporting Tool) to current population growth capacity for each
UGA.
3. If remaining projected growth is greater than current capacity, determine
if reasonable measures are required. This process is described in Section
5.2.

Compare Employment Capacity to Remaining Projected Growth
This section describes how to determine if there is sufficient capacity in each
UGA to accommodate remaining employment growth in the current 20-year
planning period.
Data Needed


Employment growth estimates by UGA from 2016-2021 calculated
based upon building permits.



Current 20-year employment projections by UGA.



Current employment capacity by UGA, as calculated in Section 4.3.

Steps
1. Subtract the employment growth estimates (2016-2021) by UGA from the
current 20-year employment growth projection to determine remaining
growth to be accommodated in each UGA (2021-2036). The Data
Reporting Tool performs this calculation.
2. Compare remaining projected employment growth to be accommodated
(from Data Reporting Tool) to current employment growth capacity for
each UGA.
3. If remaining projected growth is greater than current capacity, determine
if reasonable measures are required. This process is described in Section
5.2.
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5. REPORTS

AND

IMPLEMENTATION

5.1. Dispute Resolution Methods
Whatcom County’s procedures for resolving disputes between jurisdictions
are provided in Countywide Planning Policies Q.7 and R. These methods are
intended to address resolving any dispute related to implementing the
Countywide Planning Policies, including disputes related to data collection
and analysis for the Buildable Lands Program.

5.2. Reasonable Measures
When Reasonable Measures are Required
The State’s Buildable Lands Guidelines (2018) includes a section entitled
“When Are Reasonable Measures Necessary?” This section states:
The RCW and the WAC do not provide specifics regarding when reasonable
measures are required . . . RCW 36.70A.215(1)(b) describes reasonable
measures as actions to reduce differences between planned and realized
growth. This implies that an analysis to determine whether reasonable
measures are needed is required when:


Planned densities are not being achieved;



There is insufficient capacity to accommodate the remaining portion
of the planning period; and/or



Actual development patterns are inconsistent with growth and
development assumptions in the county-wide planning policies
and/or comprehensive plan (p. 43).

If planned densities are not being achieved, there is not sufficient capacity to
accommodate remaining projected population and/or employment growth, or
development patterns are not occurring as planned, the County and relevant
jurisdictions should work together to determine if reasonable measures are
necessary to address the issue.
First, the County and cities should consider why the issue has occurred. This
includes reviewing County and/or city development assumptions, targets, and
objectives contained in the Countywide Planning Policies, County
Comprehensive Plan, and/or city comprehensive plans (RCW
36.70A.215(1)(b)). There are cases where reasonable measures are not
required, such as when an economic recession occurs during the evaluation
period, or if planned infrastructure development will make up for identified
shortfalls in the future (State Buildable Lands Guidelines, 2018, p. 42). The
County and cities should work together to establish processes for
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determining when reasonable measures are required. Ultimately, each
jurisdiction will individually perform the analysis and determine whether
reasonable measures are required.
If this analysis results in a decision that reasonable measures are necessary,
the County and cities should work together to identify possible actions, other
than expanding UGAs, to reduce the difference between planned and
achieved growth. Where appropriate, discussion regarding such actions
(possible reasonable measures) may be incorporated into the Buildable Lands
Report. The reasons why reasonable measures were deemed necessary or not
necessary, and the process used to make these decisions, should be clearly
documented in the County and city resolutions/ordinances adopting the
Buildable Lands Report.

Selecting Reasonable Measures
Reasonable measures should, if necessary, be selected by the jurisdiction
based on the nature of the inconsistency that has occurred. The measures
should be reasonably likely to increase consistency during the succeeding
review and evaluation period.

Adopting Reasonable Measures
Reasonable measures must be adopted, as applicable, into individual County
and city comprehensive plans and implementing regulations.

Tracking Performance
Jurisdictions should track the performance of adopted reasonable measures
and share this information with the County as part of the data reporting
process. The County and cities will collaborate to determine appropriate
methods for tracking performance, and document results in future Buildable
Lands Reports.

5.3. Buildable Lands Report Structure
The Buildable Lands Report should include the following content:


Executive Summary: High level overview of remaining projected
growth to be accommodated and results from analysis.



Introduction: Introduction to the document’s purpose and content,
with background on regulatory framework and local process.



Policy Framework: Overview of Countywide Planning Policies,
population allocations, and employment allocations.
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Methods: Overview of the analysis process and major assumptions,
with reference to this Methodology for full detail.



Countywide Findings: Summarize population & employment
growth, development activity, planned and achieved densities, and
land suitable for development.



Jurisdictional Profiles: Provide detailed information relating to
achieved densities, assumed densities, land supply, and land capacity
for the 10 UGAs.



Infrastructure Gaps: Each jurisdiction will document any
infrastructure gaps in the UGA, including a map showing the area(s)
with the infrastructure gaps. If there are infrastructure gaps, the
jurisdiction will:
Identify the capital facility plans that need to be updated to
address the infrastructure gaps and the timeline for updating
these capital facility plans; and
o Identify areas already in capital facility plans that are waiting
on developer infrastructure improvements and differentiate
from gaps in publically provided infrastructure; and
o Determine if the planned capacity of the land subject to
infrastructure gaps should be reduced while the infrastructure
gaps are being addressed.
o Determine, as appropriate, how much the planned capacity
should be reduced for the remainder of the planning period
(2021-2036).
Development Regulations: Each jurisdiction will evaluate
development regulations adopted in the review period (2016-2021)
that could prevent assigned densities from being achieved or impact
the quantity of land suitable for development in the remainder of the
20-year planning period (2021-2036).
o





Reasonable Measures: If necessary, this section should identify
potential reasonable measures that may be taken based on findings
from this report. The County and city resolutions/ordinances adopting
the BLR will document each respective jurisdiction’s determination of
whether or not reasonable measures are required. Reasonable
measures, if required, must be adopted by the jurisdiction by the June
2025 deadline for adopting comprehensive plan and development
regulation updates (RCW 36.70A.215(2)(d)). In future Buildable Lands
Reports, this section should also report on the performance of any
measures implemented previously.
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6. LAND CAPACITY ANALYSIS
6.1. Relationship Between BLR and LCA
The Buildable Lands Report (BLR) looks back to compare adopted
development assumptions against actual development, and based on a review
of the achieved densities and the amount of development that has taken
place, determines if there is still sufficient capacity to accommodate growth
through the remainder of the current planning period (through the year
2036). This analysis is performed between comprehensive plan updates, and
is intended to evaluate the performance of the current comprehensive plans
and surface any capacity issues that may need to be addressed in the next
comprehensive plan updates.
The Land Capacity Analysis (LCA) looks forward to determine if there is
sufficient capacity to accommodate new 20-year growth projections (through
the year 2045) in advance of the next comprehensive plan updates. Under
state law, the LCA is used to inform updates of County and city
comprehensive land use plans and development regulations required by
RCW 36.70A.130(1) and the review of Urban Growth Areas required by
RCW 36.70A.130(3).
While the BLR and LCA serve different statutory purposes and use different
planning horizons, the methods and data sources required are very similar.
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7. DEFINITIONS
Land Use Categories
Mixed-use: Developments incorporating both residential and non-residential uses.
Residential: Includes single-family and multifamily development.
Commercial: Includes the commercial and retail uses listed in Exhibit 3 below.
Industrial: Includes the industrial uses listed in Exhibit 3 below.

Exhibit 3. Suggested Industry Classifications for Employment Allocation
Process
Commercial

Industrial

Accommodations (NAICS 721)

Construction (NAICS 23)

Administrative and Support and
Waste Management and Remediation
Services (NAICS 56)

Manufacturing (NAICS 31-33)

Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation
(NAICS 71)

Transportation and Warehousing
(NAICS 48-49)

Educational Services (NAICS 61)

Utilities (NAICS 22)

Finance and Insurance (NAICS 52)
Information (NAICS 51)
Healthcare and Social Assistance
(NAICS 62)
Management of Companies and
Enterprises (NAICS 55)
Other Services (NAICS 81)
Professional, Scientific, and Technical
Services (NAICS 54)
Public Administration (NAICS 92)
Real Estate and Rental and Leasing
(NAICS 53)
Food Service and Drinking Places
(NAICS 722)
Retail Trade (NAICS 44-45)
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Development Status Categories
Vacant: Property with little or no building improvements (see Exhibit 3 for
detailed criteria).
Under-Utilized: Property zoned for a more intensive use than that which
currently occupies it, such as a single-family home on commercially zoned
land (see Exhibit 3 for detailed criteria).
Partially Used: Property occupied by a use consistent with zoning but
containing enough land to be further subdivided or developed without need of
rezoning, such as a single-family home on a very large lot (see Exhibit 3 for
detailed criteria).
Fully Developed: Property that is assumed to have no further development
capacity during the current planning period.

Other Terms
Achieved Density: Density of residential development (dwelling units per
net acre for UGAs) and commercial/industrial development (net FAR for
UGAs) achieved during the Review and Evaluation Period.
Assumed Density: Assumption of residential density (dwelling units per net
acre) and commercial/industrial development (net FAR) expected on
developable land over the remainder of the 20-year planning period.
Average Household Size: The average number of people per occupied
housing unit (this is the same definition used by the U.S. Census).
City UGA: Land within a city and the associated unincorporated UGA.
Data Reporting Tool: Spreadsheet jurisdictions use to report development
data required for the Buildable Lands analysis, calculate growth to be
accommodated in the remaining portion of the 20-year planning period, and
calculate achieved densities. Described in Section 3.4.
Developable Parcels or Developable Land: All parcels that are classified
as vacant, partially used, or under-utilized.
Employment Density: The average amount of floor-space required to
accommodate an employee. For the purposes of this study, expressed as
square feet per employee.
Floor Area Ratio (FAR): Total building square footage divided by lot
square footage.
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Gross Developable Land Inventory: Total area of developable parcels
before deductions for critical areas, infrastructure, public uses, and market
factors are taken.
Market Factor: The estimated portion of developable land which will not be
available for development or redevelopment during the current 20-year
planning period. The market factor recognizes that not all developable land
will be put to its maximum use because of owner preference, cost, stability,
quality, and location.
Net Density: The density of development, expressed as either residential
units per acre or commercial/industrial floor area ratio, calculated based on
Net Developable Land Inventory.
Net Developable Land Inventory: Total area of developable parcels after
deductions for critical areas, infrastructure, public uses, and market factors
are taken into account.
Net Plat Area: Total area of plats after deductions for critical areas,
infrastructure, and public uses are taken into account.
Net Site Area: Total area of commercial, industrial and multifamily
development sites after deductions for critical areas, infrastructure, and
public uses are taken into account. Site area will sometimes not be equal to
parcel area (e.g. when multiple buildings are on one parcel).
Non-City UGAs: The Birch Bay, Columbia Valley, and Cherry Point UGAs.
Review and Evaluation Period: The period of time during which
development activity will be reviewed for the Buildable Lands Report.
Suitable Land Tool: Spreadsheet jurisdictions use to determine the
population and employment capacity of the current developable land
inventory and compare this capacity to population and employment growth
projections.
Unincorporated UGA: Any UGA or portion of a UGA that is not within
city limits. Unincorporated UGAs are under the County’s jurisdiction, but
may be annexed by the adjacent city or incorporate in the future.
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A P P E N D I X A. P O T E N T I A L R E A S O N A B L E M E A S U R E S
The following table compiles examples of actual reasonable measures that
have been utilized in other Buildable Lands counties and were referenced in
the 2018 Washington State Buildable Lands Guidelines. This list is intended
to provide context and does not represent every possible appropriate
reasonable measure. Individual jurisdictions will determine what reasonable
measure(s) to apply, depending on the specific circumstances of the
jurisdiction and the issues it is experiencing.
Exhibit 1. Examples of Reasonable Measures Used in Buildable Lands Counties
Reasonable Measure
Create Annexation Plans

Encourage Transportation- Efficient Land
Use

Environmental Review and Mitigation Built
into the Sub area Planning Process

Urban Growth Area Management
Agreements

Capital Facilities Investments

WHATCOM COUNTY REVIEW
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Explanation
In an Annexation Plan, cities identify
outlying areas that are likely to be eligible
for annexation. The Plan identifies probable
timing of annexation, needed urban
services, effects of annexation on current
service providers, and other likely impacts
of annexation.
Review and amend comprehensive plans to
encourage patterns of land development
that encourage pedestrian, bike, and transit
travel. This policy is typically implemented
at the development review level.
Building environmental review and
mitigation into the sub area planning
process can address key land use concerns
at a broader geographic scale, streamlining
review and approval of individual
developments.
Urban Growth Area Management
Agreements define lead responsibility for
planning, zoning, and urban service
extension within these areas.
The agreements exist between various
government jurisdictions and specify
jurisdiction over land use decisions,
infrastructure provision, and other
elements of urban growth.
Give priority to capital facility projects (e.g.,
regional storm water facilities and sanitary
sewers) that most support urban growth at
urban densities. Provide urban services to
help reduce sprawl development and
maintain the edge of the urban growth
boundary.
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Economic Development Strategy

Include strategy for sustainable economic
development in local comprehensive plan.
This strategy could include: downtown
revitalization program; incentives for
development that meet local goals; transit
and transportation system upgrades;
enhancement of the natural resource base;
an industrial needs assessment.
Incorporate strategies in comprehensive
plans and capital facilities plans to phase
urban growth as a way to provide for
orderly development and encourage infill
ahead of “urban fringe” development.

Phasing/tiering Urban Growth

Downtown Revitalization

Develop a strategy to encourage downtown
vitality. Include techniques such as
promoting mixed residential and
commercial uses, reuse of existing buildings
rather than tearing down and rebuilding,
and alternative urban landscaping and
infrastructure that encourage pedestrian
use.
Provide tax incentives (e.g., property tax
exemption program) for multiple-unit
housing for targeted areas in urban centers.

Multifamily Housing and Tax Credits

Transfer/ Purchase of Development Rights

Implement a program to identify and
redevelop vacant and abandoned buildings

Creative use of Impact Fees

Develop or strengthen local brownfields
programs

WHATCOM COUNTY REVIEW
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Develop a program to encourage the
purchase or transfer of development
authority in order to increase urban
densities and decrease non-urban densities
within UGAs.
Many buildings sit vacant for years before
the market facilitates redevelopment. This
policy encourages demolition and would
clear sites, making them more attractive to
developers and would facilitate
redevelopment.
Adjust impact fees so that lower fees are
required in the UGAs than in rural areas,
while still contributing to the cost of
development within the urban area.
Local jurisdictions provide policies or
incentives to encourage the redevelopment
of underused industrial sites, known as
brownfields. Incentives for redevelopment
of brownfields such as expedited
permitting, reduced fees or targeted public
investments can be implemented through
local zoning ordinances.
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Require Adequate Public Facilities

Local jurisdictions require developers to
provide adequate levels of public services,
such as roads, sewer, water, drainage,
schools, and parks, as a condition of
development. (Requirement by Growth
Management Act)
Allow modifications to the building height
restrictions in the Urban Growth Areas.

Promote Vertical Growth

Accessory Dwelling Units

Accessory dwelling units provide another
housing option by allowing a second
residential unit on a tax lot.

Clustering

Clustering allows developers to increase
density on portions of a site, while
preserving other areas of the site.
Clustering is a tool most commonly used to
preserve natural areas or avoid natural
hazards during development. Clustering
can also be used in conjunction with
increased density to preserve the aesthetic
of less dense development while increasing
actual density. It uses characteristics of the
site and adjacent uses as a primary
consideration in determining building
footprints, access, etc.
Permit duplexes, town homes, and
condominiums in both mixed-use and
residential districts of UGAs.
Some communities allow bonus densities in
certain areas as an incentive for achieving
other community values such as affordable
housing, mixed-use developments, infill,
rehabilitating existing structures and open
space preservation.

Duplexes, Town homes, and Condominiums

Density Bonuses

Higher Allowable Densities

Where appropriate (and supported by
companion planning techniques), allow
more housing units per acre.

Industrial Zones

Limit non-industrial uses in industrial
zones. For example, require that any
commercial use be sized to primarily serve
the industrial needs in the zone. Preclude
residential use unless it is accessory to the
industrial use.
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Minimum Density Requirements

Zoning ordinances can establish minimum
and maximum densities in each zone to
ensure that development occurs as
envisioned for the community.

Mixed Use

Allow residential and commercial
development to occur in many of the same
buildings and areas within UGAs.

Small Lot/Cottage Housing

Allow or require small lots (5,000 square
feet or less) for single-family neighborhoods
within UGAs.
Allow a range of single-family lot sizes
ranging from 3,600 to 9,600 square feet.
Encourage convenient, safe and attractive
transit-oriented development; including the
possibility of reduced off street parking that
could encourage more efficient use of urban
lands.

Allow Small Residential Lots
Transit- Oriented Development

Urban Centers and Urban Villages

Lot Size Averaging

Allow Co-Housing

Encourage Infill and
Redevelopment
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Use urban centers and urban villages to
encourage mixed uses, higher densities,
inter- connected neighborhoods, and a
variety of housing types that can serve
different income levels.
This technique is similar to clustering. If
the zoning ordinance establishes a
minimum lot size, the land use designation
is calculated based on the average size of all
lots proposed for development, within the
range required for urban density.
Development proposals may create a range
of lot sizes both larger and smaller provided
the average lot size is within the range
consistent with the designation.
Co-housing communities balance the
traditional advantages of home ownership
with the benefits of shared common
facilities and connections with neighbors.
This policy seeks to maximize use of lands
that are fully developed or underdeveloped
by making use of existing infrastructure
and by identifying and implementing
policies that improve market opportunities
and reduce impediments to development in
areas suitable for infill or redevelopment.
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Mandate Maximum Lot Sizes

This policy places an upper bound on lot
size and a lower bound on density in singlefamily zones. For example, a residential
zone with a 6,000 sq. ft. minimum lot size
might have an 8,000 sq. ft. maximum lot
size yielding an effective net density range
between 5.4 and 7.3 dwelling units per net
acre.

Enact inclusionary zoning ordinance for
new housing developments

Inclusionary zoning requires developers to
provide a certain amount of affordable
housing in developments over a certain size.
It is applied during the development review
process.
A local jurisdiction can alter its zoning code
so that zones define the physical aspects of
allowed buildings, not the uses in those
buildings. This zoning approach recognizes
that many land uses are compatible and
locate in similar building types.
Adopt standards to ensure compatibility
between manufactured housing and
surrounding housing design standards.

Zone areas by performance or building type,
not by use

Develop Manufactured Housing

Specific Development Plans

Encourage developers to reduce off-street
surface parking

Implement a process to expedite plan &
permit approval in UGAs

Narrow Streets / Reduce Street Width
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Work with landowners, developers, and
neighbors to develop a detailed site plan for
development of an area. Allow streamlined
approval for projects consistent with the
plan. This policy results in a plan for a
specific geographic area that is adopted as a
supplement or amendment to the
jurisdiction’s comprehensive plan.
This policy provides incentives to
developers to reduce the amount of offstreet surface parking through shared
parking arrangements, multi-level parking,
use of alternative transportation modes,
particularly in areas with urban-level
transit service.
Streamlined permitting processes provide
incentives to developers. This policy would
be implemented at the development review
phase.
Encourage or require street widths that are
the minimum necessary to ensure that
transportation and affordable housing goals
can be achieved.
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Concentrate critical services near homes,
jobs, transit

Urban Amenities for Increased Densities

This policy would require critical facilities
and services (e.g., fire, police, hospital) be
located in areas that are accessible by all
people. For example, a hospital could not be
located at the urban fringe in a business
park.
Identify and provide amenities that will
attract urban development in UGAs and
enhance the quality of life for urban
residents and businesses.

Locate civic buildings in existing
communities rather than in Greenfield
areas

Local governments, like private builders,
are tempted to build on greenfield sites
because it is less expensive and easier.
However, local governments can “lead by
example” by making public investments in
desired areas, or redeveloping target sites.

Urban Holding Zones

Use low intensity zoning in certain areas
adjacent to or within the UGA where
municipal services will not be available
within the near future. (For example:
Urban Reserve)
This policy is intended to limit development
in rural areas by mandating large lot sizes.
It can also be used to preserve lands
targeted for future urban area expansion.
Low-density urban development in fringe
areas can have negative impacts of future
densities and can increase the need for and
cost of roads and other infrastructure.

Mandate Low Densities in Rural Resource
Lands

Impose Restrictions on Physically
Developable Land

WHATCOM COUNTY REVIEW
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The local jurisdiction places restrictions on
the type of development that can occur on
vacant land. Restrictions can vary in
strictness, from no development to limited
development. This policy is implemented
through city limit or UGA boundaries.
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Allow for alternative sanitary sewer
systems in unincorporated UGAs

Remove pre-planning allowances in UGAs

Provide for regional stormwater facilities in
unincorporated UGAs

Strengthen and amend policies to promote
low impact development

Consolidated comprehensive plan land use
designations

SEPA Categorical Exemptions for Mixed
Use and Infill Development & Increased
Thresholds for SEPA Categorical
Exemptions

To ensure urban-level sewer or equivalent
wastewater service in all UGAs for the 20year planning horizon. New proposed
policies would allow for alternative systems
such as package plants, membrane systems
and community drainfields in areas where
other sewer provision is not financially
feasible, provide significant benefit to
aquifer recharge and would enable Kitsap
County to monitor and maintain those
facilities to ensure their long-term
effectiveness.
Development regulations have allowed
subdivisions to “shadow plat” and show how
urban densities can be achieved in the
future and how sanitary sewer can be
accommodated to serve all lots when fully
developed. In the meantime, portions of the
“shadow plat” can be developed with on-site
septic systems.
To increase development feasibility on
small and/or development constrained
parcels. New policy would allow for funding
and construction of regional stormwater
treatment facilities in areas where
individual on-site treatment facilities are
not financially feasible.
Policies support clustered development with
surface water features that allow for
minimal site disturbance. This could allow
for innovative infrastructure resulting in
more efficient use of developable land.
Will make it easier to rezone urban parcels
in the future without the additional time
and expense of a comprehensive plan
amendment process.
To streamline the development review
process
and encourage more efficient development
within existing UGA boundaries.

Source: Washington State Department of Commerce, Buildable Lands Guidelines, 2018
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A P P E N D I X B. M A R K E T F A C T O R W H I T E P A P E R
INTRODUCTION
Background and Purpose
Each county planning under Washington’s Growth Management Act must, in
conjunction with the cities, estimate the capacity of its cities and urban
growth areas (UGAs) to accommodate projected population and employment
growth over a 20-year period. One major consideration to avoid
overestimating capacity is to estimate how much developable land will not
actually be available for development due to owner preferences, market
support, and other circumstances. This adjustment is referred to as the
“Market Factor”, and the use of a “reasonable” land market supply factor is a
required component of a Review and Evaluation (“Buildable Lands”) Program
under state law (RCW 36.70A.215 (3)(b)(ii)).
Whatcom County and the cities are now required to develop a Buildable
Lands Program, including methods for a market factor. In addition, 2017
legislation introduced new considerations for developing a market factor for
all Buildable Lands counties (E2SSB 5254). While local jurisdictions have
been given broad guidance on how to interpret these considerations, they are
granted discretion in how they approach their own analysis. The purpose of
this white paper is to provide Whatcom County and the cities with
recommendations for analysis to develop market factors that meet legal
requirements, are consistent with best practices, and can be accomplished
with local resources.

Methods
The recommendations in this report were informed by the following sources:


Review of Growth Management Act, Washington Administrative Code,
and the Department of Commerce’s 2018 Review & Evaluation
Program Buildable Lands Guidelines (hereinafter “Buildable Lands
Guidelines”).



Review of methods used in other Washington Buildable Lands
counties.



Review of applicable data availability in Whatcom County.



Interviews with staff from the Washington State Department of
Commerce and other buildable land counties.
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Organization of this Report
This report includes the following sections:
I.

Statutory Requirements and State Guidelines: Outlines legal
requirements for the market factor under state law and potential
approaches in the State’s Buildable Lands Guidelines.

II.

Comparative Approaches: Describes how other Buildable Lands
counties have developed market factors.

III.

Approach to New Market Factor Considerations: Discusses
considerations in establishing market factors. Also clarifies which
considerations will be addressed through other components of the
Buildable Lands Methodology, as opposed to the market factor
itself.

IV.

Local Data Availability: Identifies data sources required for
common analysis methods and reviews coverage for Whatcom
County.

V.

Recommended Analysis Methods: Recommends approach to the
market factor, including overview of required resources.
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I.

STATUTORY REQUIREMENTS

AND STATE GUIDELINES

The Review and Evaluation Program, also known as the Buildable Lands
Program, was established in 1997 as an amendment to the Growth
Management Act (RCW 36.70A.215; WAC 365-196-315). In 2017, the
Washington Legislature approved the first major revision to the Buildable
Lands Program with the passage of E2SSB 5254. To assist local governments
in meeting the requirements of the Review and Evaluation Program, the
State’s Buildable Lands Guidelines were completed in 2018.
The Review and Evaluation Program calculations are intended to determine
if a county and its cities are achieving urban densities and the amount of
land needed to accommodate growth projections over the remaining portion of
the current 20-year planning period. These calculations include a variety of
population, employment, and development-related data. One component of
this analysis, the Market Supply Factor, estimates the portion of developable
land within an urban growth area that is likely to remain unavailable over a
20-year planning period and which should, therefore, be deducted from the
final calculation of land area suitable for development and redevelopment.
Documenting this calculation in buildable land analysis enables a community
to avoid overestimating capacity by considering the unique local conditio ns
that may impact buildable land capacity. The market factor is applied after
deductions for critical areas, public uses, and infrastructure.

GMA Guidance on Buildable Lands and the Use of a
Market Supply Factor (RCW 36.70A.215; WAC 365-196-315)
The Market Supply Factor adjustment to Buildable Lands has two primary
references in the Revised Code of Washington (RCW) and two in Washington
Administrative Code (WAC) specifically guiding UGA planning.
1. RCW 36.70A.215(3)(b)(ii). “Use of a reasonable land market supply
factor when evaluating land suitable to accommodate new
development or redevelopment of land for residential development and
employment activities. The reasonable market supply factor identifies
reductions in the amount of land suitable for development and
redevelopment. . .”
2. RCW 36.70A.110(2). “…An urban growth area determination may
include a reasonable land market supply factor and shall permit a
range of urban densities and uses. In determining this market factor,
cities and counties may consider local circumstances. Cities and
counties have discretion in their comprehensive plans to make many
choices about accommodating growth. . .”
3. WAC 365-196-310(2)(e). “The urban growth area may not exceed the
areas necessary to accommodate the growth management planning
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projections, plus a reasonable land market supply factor, or market
factor. In determining this market factor, counties and cities may
consider local circumstances. Cities and counties have discretion in
their comprehensive plans to make many choices about
accommodating growth. . .”
4. WAC 365-196-310(4)(b)(ii)(F). “The land capacity analysis may also
include a reasonable land market supply factor, also referred to as the
‘market factor.’ The purpose of the market factor is to account for the
estimated percentage of developable acres contained within an urban
growth area that, due to fluctuating market forces, is likely to remain
undeveloped over the course of the twenty-year planning period. The
market factor recognizes that not all developable land will be put to its
maximum use because of owner preference, cost, stability, quality, and
location. If establishing a market factor, counties and cities should
establish an explicit market factor for the purposes of establishing the
amount of needed land capacity. Counties and cities may consider
local circumstances in determining an appropriate market factor.
Counties and cities may also use a number derived from general
information if local study data is not available.”
The state statute and administrative code authorize use of a market supply
factor in calculating buildable land. The State’s Buildable Lands Guidelines
(2018) also say:
1. Market Supply Factors are appropriate and can be distinct for
both new development and redevelopment. Market Supply Factor
is, in effect, a valid consideration for vacant, partially utilized or
under-utilized land in UGAs (such as already-developed properties
that are identified as appropriate for higher-intensity redevelopment).
2. Distinct Market Supply Factors are appropriate for
employment land and activities. Market Supply Factor reductions
can and should also be made for commercial and industrial land,
which typically have different, more income-oriented ownership intent
than residential property ownership.
3. Market Supply Factors can and should be distinct for different
counties and cities. Statute does not intend for there to be
uniformity in Market Supply Factor determination by counties and
cities statewide. Variation and distinct differences to reflect unique
local conditions are expected and protected.
4. Market Supply Factors can and should be distinct for Urban
Growth Areas. UGA Market Supply Factors should reflect
fluctuating market forces that leave different parcels undeveloped for
twenty years. More specifically, UGA Market Supply Factors should
reflect owner preference, cost, stability, quality, and location as
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determinants of unavailability for development that may likely differ
from parts of cities and counties that have long been developed.
5. Urban growth area Market Supply Factors can be based on
generally available information, including Market Supply Factor
methodology from other cities and counties, instead of purely local
data. Jurisdictions may study local UGA Market Supply Factor
determinants or study and potentially utilize UGA Market Supply
Factor determination information and methodology from elsewhere in
Washington (p. 48).

Senate Bill (E2SSB) 5254: Elaboration on Market Supply
Factor
E2SSB-5254 recognized that, while the market supply factors used by
buildable lands communities were consistent with past practices, there were
likely data collection improvements that could enhance accuracy. RCW
36.70A.217 required the State Department of Commerce to analyze and
provide recommendations on the following considerations when developing
their guidelines for local governments:
1. Infrastructure costs, including but not limited to transportation,
water, sewer, stormwater, and the cost to provide new or upgraded
infrastructure if required to serve development.
2. Cost of development.
3. Timelines to permit and develop land.
4. Market availability of land.
5. The nexus between proposed densities, economic conditions needed to
achieve those densities, and the impact to housing affordability for
home ownership and rental housing.
6. Market demand when evaluating if land is suitable for development or
redevelopment.

State Buildable Lands Guidelines
The State’s Buildable Lands Guidelines document (2018) provides direction
on how to incorporate these considerations into the market supply factor (pp.
52-58). In addition, the Buildable Lands Guidelines provide ideas and
examples of how jurisdictions should “show their work” when addressing
these various issues and offers sample hypothetical “analysis & calculations”
approaches to calculating the Market Supply Factor (pp. 59-60).
Many data sources are appropriate to help shape robust Market Supply
Factor assumptions. In addition to the hypothetical approaches listed in the
Guidelines, other sources of information that may prove useful include
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property owner input, property owner surveys, comparable jurisdictions’
Market Supply Factor methodologies and findings, and input from real estate
industry experts. Jurisdictions may identify other sources of information or
considerations, so long as they document clear rationale for their use.
Exhibit 1 provides a general example of how data and other inputs can
inform the final market factor. The three sections of this chart are explained
in greater detail in the following text.
Exhibit 1. State Guidance on Market Factor Process

Source: State Buildable Lands Guidelines (2018, p. 61).

Local Market Supply Factor Analysis and Calculations
The Buildable Lands Guidelines provide three potential initial analyses for
market factors. All three analyses would be performed on parcels in the
geographic area and development type subject to a unique market factor.
Option 1: Improvement Value to Total Value
Divide each parcel’s total assessed value by the assessed value of its
improvements. It is assumed that properties with existing higher value
improvements are less likely to convert/re-develop than other properties.
This approach is most useful for residential development. It is least useful
for industrial development, where low improvement values are not always
correlated with a lack of economic activity. This approach addresses
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partially-used and under-utilized parcels, but does not address vacant
parcels.
Option 2: Properties Without Transaction Activity
Identify how many parcels in the group have no recorded transactions for
a specific period of time. The percentage of non-transacting parcels can be
used as a market factor.
This approach is useful because it may reflect both owners’ willingness to
sell and market appetite for land. It also provides objective evidence to
weigh against property owner surveys. For this approach to be useful, the
time period being studied should be similar to the conditions expected in
the future. This approach is also dependent on the quality of property sale
data. Additionally, this approach does not address existing land owners’
willingness to develop their own properties in the 20-year planning period.
Option 3. Converted Properties
Calculate the percentage of properties that were developed or re-developed
in a specific period of time. Use the percentage that did not have any
activity as a market factor.
This approach assesses development appetite and inherently reflects
financial viability and market support. In addition, this approach can be
used to assess how development responds to providing new infrastructure,
or how a lack of infrastructure impacts development activity. This
approach is dependent on having the ability to capture current and
historic data for specific parcels, or having reliable historic development
data (e.g. permit or Assessor’s data).
Potential Additional Data Sources and Refinement
These initial analyses may be considered along with additional data and
analysis. Several examples of additional data sources are provided in the
State Buildable Lands Guidelines, detailed below.
Property Owner Advisory Input
Jurisdictions can identify property owners who own significant buildable
lands and reach out to discuss their plans. Property owners’ input can
directly inform capacity assumptions for their parcels.
Property Owner Survey
Several counties have surveyed vacant and redevelopable property owners
to understand their openness to development on their property. This
approach is detailed further in Section V.
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Survey of Comparable Jurisdictions
Jurisdictions may borrow market factors and methods from jurisdictions
with similar conditions, provided they document the reasons why they
believe the borrowed factors and/or methods are applicable.
Real Estate Industry Input
Experts on the local real estate market can provide additional insight on
specific development barriers. This insight can inform the market in
general (for example, providing guidance on development types that are
not yet supported), and provide feedback on specific parcels (reviewing
maps of buildable properties and identifying parcels with known
significant issues).
Final Market Supply Factor Assumptions
The final market factors selected should be refined based on the evidence
provided by completed analyses. There is no set minimum or maximum
standard for analysis required to prepare a market factor. Counties and cities
must simply use their best judgement in determining what will be useful in
their case and document their rationale. The market factor should be derived
with data and other documented evidence.

WHATCOM COUNTY REVIEW
AND EVALUATION PROGRAM

DRAFT
OCTOBER 2021

PAGE 55

II.

COMPARATIVE APPROACHES
As of May 2021, some of the other Buildable Lands counties have developed
market factors and some counties are still in the process of formulating
market factors to address RCW 36.70A.215 and the updated 2018 State
Buildable Lands Guidelines. Thurston County was the first county to
complete analysis to support revising its market factor. King, Pierce, and
Snohomish have also completed their market factor assumptions. Clark and
Kitsap have analysis and work in progress to support market factor
assumptions.
Each jurisdiction has a unique approach to their market factors. King
County’s approach allows each city to select one or more applicable m arket
factors and has identified a range of market factors for distinct product
(development) types by different regional geographies. Pierce County
reviewed their market factor assumptions and continue to use individual
market factors for each jurisdiction. Snohomish County has updated their
market factors based on observed market factors and has provided updated
residential market factors for both South-West UGA (SWUGA) and nonSWUGA areas. Clark County’s analysis confirmed the continued use of a 10%
market factor for vacant land and 30% for underutilized land. A property
owner survey in Thurston County has resulted in a recommended approach
that developed separate market factors for partially developed and vacant
residential parcels that vary based on the parcel’s zoned development
potential.
Exhibit 2. Recommended Market Factors by County

Buildable Lands
County
Clark
King - Non-Seattle
King - Seattle
Kitsap
Pierce
Snohomish - SWUGA
Snohomish - NonSWUGA
Thurston

Residential Market Supply Factors

Commercial / I ndustrial Market Supply Factors

Unincorporated UGA
Vacant Underutilized
10%
30%
0-30%
0-30%
0-50%
0-50%
5-50%
5-50%
15%
40%
6-11%
10-20%

Cities (Range)
Vacant Underutlized
0-10%
0-30%
1-50%
1-50%
0-50%
0-50%
5-50%
5-50%
0-50%
0-50%
6-11%
10-20%

Unincorporated UGA
Vacant Underutilized
20%
50%
10-35%
10-35%
3-50%
3-50%
5-50%
5-50%
20%
50%
15%
30%

Cities (Range)
Vacant Underutilized
0-10%
0-10%
1-50%
1-50%
3-50%
3-50%
5-50%
5-50%
0-50%
0-50%
15%
30%

12-14%

16-23%

12-14%

16-23%

15%

30%

15%

30%

10-20%

10-40%

10-20%

10-40%

10-20%

10-40%

10-20%

10-40%

Sources: Clark County, 2021; King County, 2021; Washington State Department of Commerce, 2021; Snohomish County,
2021; Thurston County, 2021; Kitsap County, 2021; Pierce County, 2021; Community Attributes Inc., 2021. Notes: King
County Unincorporated UGA figures in this table are derived from and dependent on the cities with which Potential
Annexation Areas (UGAs) are affiliated; residential Unincorporated UGA factors a re higher for the highest density zones,
while non-residential Unincorporated UGA factors are lower for industrial zones. Regional geography types include Core
City, High Capacity Transit, Cities and Towns, and Metropolitan, with low to high market factor ranges for each. The
market factor selected from the range for Thurston County depends on the current development status of a parcel,
including whether the capacity type is One Unit, Short Plan, Long Plat, or Mixed Use.
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King County
In a change from previous methods utilized to inform their 2014 Buildable
Lands Report, King County has articulated new guidance for its jurisdictions
regarding selection of market factors. Going forward, cities will have the
flexibility to select one or more market factors that are applicable to them.
For example, some smaller cities may choose a single residential market
factor, while a larger city might select multiple market factors to reflect the
zones in their city. Based upon consultant analysis, King County has
identified a range of low, medium, and high market factors (Exhibit 3) for
distinct product types by different regional geographies. In order to select
within this range, each city must review their specific attributes,
assumptions and market conditions and consider whether a higher or lower
market factor is appropriate for that given product type.
Exhibit 3. Recommended King County Market Factor Ranges by Product

Source: King County, 2021.

In addition to the ranges above, cities will be provided with “adjustment
templates” to further adjust within the given ranges or deviate from them
altogether to account for known conditions that impact the development of
and availability of land in their jurisdiction. Some of these conditions
include:
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Assumption for Vacant versus Redevelopable Lands
Market Trends
Single Family Up-zoned Areas
Restrictive Covenants in Planned Communities
Fragmented Ownership and Parcel Size
Access to Transit

Additionally, a separate set of ranges has been developed specifically for
Seattle (Exhibit 4). These ranges reflect a bit more neighborhood detail, but
they are based on the same sources of information.
Exhibit 4. Recommended City of Seattle Market Factor Ranges by Product

Source: King County, 2021.

These recommendations comprise the second phase of a recent analysis to
update King County’s market factor methodology. The first phase of analysis
stratified cities by market characteristics. In the second phase, the County
focused on refining the stratified groupings and adding neighborhood types
within cities, such as downtowns and mixed-use nodes. The analysis also
examined how the supply of land has been absorbed since 2000. That rate or
share of land supply absorption has suggested new market factors. King
County staff analyzed data sources, including the land supply from older
buildable lands and assessor data, resulting in a suggested category and
market factor ranges for each type of zone, neighborhood, and city.

Pierce County
Pierce County continues to use the methodology outlined in a 2014 Buildable
Lands Report to comply with reporting requirements. The report does not
detail the considerations that were addressed in the analysis for the market
factor used for the County or its cities. The specific market factors used
varied greatly by jurisdiction and land use but were generally higher for
underutilized lands than for vacant lands.
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In reviewing the new Buildable Lands Guidelines as of October 2020, Pierce
County found that its existing deduction is adequate but needs more explicit
documentation on how it addresses market factor. The County also found the
previous methodology may not fully address infrastructure gaps. As such,
staff have identified properties that are farther than 300 feet from sewers
and intend to apply a further deduction to the portion of parcels according to
that distance. Staff have also coordinated with cities and towns to identify
other areas with cost-prohibitive infrastructure deficiencies, and they intend
to include those parcels in the portion of parcels with further deduction as
well.

Snohomish County
The Snohomish County Buildable Lands Reports completed in 2002, 2007,
and 2012 assumed market availability factor reductions of 15% for vacant
land and 30% for partially used and redevelopable land. These assumptions
were based on property owner surveys completed in 1993 (City of Marysville)
and 2005 (Snohomish County). In 2019, consultants worked with County
staff to update these figures based upon an analysis of sample areas
representing different types of markets or geographies. A resulting 2020
technical supplement recommends updated market factors, including
assigning different market factors for the South-West UGA (SWUGA) and
non-SWUGA lands (Exhibit 5). Snohomish County selected market factors
ranging between 6% and 14% for vacant single family land uses, and between
10% and 23% for underutilized single family land uses. Snohomish County
will likely maintain the market factors documented in the 2012 Buildable
Lands Report for vacant and underutilized land in other land use and zoning
categories including other multifamily residential, mixed use, commercial
and industrial. Data was not available to develop updated market factors for
multifamily residential, mixed use, commercial, and industrial land uses,
thus the previously established market factors will continue to be used for
these land use and zoning categories in both SWUGA and non-SWUGA
areas.
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Exhibit 5. Recommended Snohomish County Market Availability Reduction
Factors (MARFs)
Observ ed MARF
Prev ious
2001-2019
Land Use and Zones
MARF
NonSWUGA
SWUGA
Urban Low Density Residential Areas
Vacant
15%
6%
12%
Single Family Zoning (SFL)
Underutilized
30%
10%
16%
Urban Medium Density Residential
Areas
Mix of Single Family & Low Density
Multi-Family Zoning (SFM)
All Other Land Uses
All other Multi-Family Zoning,
Commercial and I ndustrial Zoning

Vacant

15%

11%

14%

Underutilized

30%

20%

23%

Vacant

15%

N/A

N/A

Underutilized

30%

N/A

N/A

Source: Snohomish County, 2021.
Note: Underutilized includes both partially-used and redevelopable parcels. The South-West
UGA encompasses nine incorporated cities and their respective municipal UGAs (MUGAs);
other cities and MUGAs located outside this area are termed “non-SWUGA”.

Recommendations for the updated market factor approach were based on a
sample area approach to analyzing development activity across the past 20years. Sample areas selected represent different types of markets or
geographies where development has been focused during the analysis
timeframe. Analysis used a 2001 parcel extract of properties identified with
additional capacity in the 2002 Buildable Lands Report without development
or development proposals as of 2019. The analysis of these parcels in selected
sample areas provided observed market factors from 2002-2018 for the
Bothell MUGA (located within the larger SWUGA) and the
Stanwood/Cedarhome UGA located in the Non-SWUGA area of the County.
For single family residential uses, the analysis of the Bothell / SWUGA
sample area, for example, found reduced market factors compared to the
2012 assumptions, 6% compared to 15% assumed for vacant land and 10%
compared to 30% assumed for underutilized land. Analysis of the
Stanwood/Cedarhome in the Non-SWUGA area also found reduced observed
market factors compared to assumptions, 12% compared to 15% assumed for
vacant land and 16% compared to 30% assumed for underutilized land. In
summary, Snohomish County found that analysis of past development
suggested that the market factors for certain types of development in
Snohomish County, that were informed by land owner surveys and set before
the development occurred, were higher than those actually observed.
Snohomish County also hoped to analyze observed market factors for
different development types with a sample area approach. However, data
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required for the analysis was not available for an analysis of multifam ily or
mixed-use development types. The June 2020 Technical Supplement
recommends future monitoring of market factors for different development
types.

Clark County
As of May 2021, Clark County is still in the process of updating its market
factors in accordance with the new Buildable Lands Guidelines. The updates
to methodology are ongoing and the County has not finalized market factor
assumptions, however, County representatives have indicated that, at
minimum, Clark County will maintain existing market factors of 10% for
vacant land and 30% for underutilized land.
Prior analysis looked at vacant and underutilized residential land within the
1996 UGA boundary compared to the amount of vacant and underutilized
residential land in the same area in 1996. The resulting assumptions used in
the 2014 Buildable Lands Report were that 90% of vacant land will develop
and 70% of underutilized land will develop.
Clark County has been conducting analyses to review these assumptions, as
documented in an August 28, 2020 memo addressing Updates to Employment
Land Classifications, Redevelopment, Mixed Use, Market Factor, and
Infrastructure Set-Aside Topics. In summer of 2020, a consultant team
analyzed observed data within a sample location covering 600 acres that
have seen a high rate of growth since 2007. Analysis compared the 2007
Vacant Buildable Lands Model baseline to current development, providing a
13-year range to assess observed market factors. Results of the analysis
supported a recommendation to continue using current assumptions that 90%
of vacant land will develop and 70% of underutilized land will develop (e.g.
market factors of 10% and 30% respectively).
The sample area analysis did find evidence for higher deductions for critical
areas. The previous methodology assumed that 50% of critical areas will
develop and the market factor is applied to the 50% reduced critical area.
Analysis in 2020 recommends that the deductions for critical areas should be
62.5% for Residential-Urban Low and 58.8% for Residential Urban-High
zones. The recommendations also indicate that the additional market factor
of 90% or 70% should not be applied to the critical area deduction.

Thurston County
In 2019, Thurston County conducted a property owner survey to develop
updated residential market factors. The survey was mailed to all owners of
developable parcels. It was also mailed to owners of parcels on the margins of
being considered partially-developed to help test the County’s assumptions.
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Based on these survey results, Thurston County developed separate market
factors for partially developed and vacant residential parcels that vary based
on the parcel’s zoned development potential. The more a lot can be
subdivided based on zoning, the lower the market factor assumption. A
separate market factor was also developed for mixed use residential parcels
(Exhibit 6).
Exhibit 6. Thurston County Market Factors, 2019
Market Factor by Current Development Status
Capacity Type

Partially Developed

Vacant

One Unit (Cannot be
subdivided further)
Short Plat

40%

20%

30%

15%

Long Plat

20%

10%

Mixed Use

10%

10%

Source: Thurston Regional Planning Council, 2019

The County received responses from 25% of mailed surveys and used the
results to develop its market factors. The survey was modeled closely after
Snohomish County’s past survey, which was completed over the phone.
Thurston County found that using multiple time periods to estimate when
development could occur was confusing for some respondents to the written
survey. A large portion of respondents did not provide answers for every time
period, so more interpretation was required. For future mailed surveys,
Thurston County indicated that simply asking if the property may be
available for development within 20 years could allow for greater consistency
in responses.
Key findings from the survey included:


Significant variation by UGA. The share of respondents stating
that development was “very unlikely” ranged from 14% to 84% by
UGA, with an average of 30%. Bucoda, the UGA on the high end of
this range, has significant flood hazards which impact this number.
Grand Mound was another outlier at 61%, but the summary report did
not suggest a potential explanation.



Vacant land owners are more open to development compared
to partially developed land owners. 28% of owners of a vacant lot
which could accommodate one unit stated that development was very
unlikely, compared to 41% of partially developed lots which could only
accommodate one unit.
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The difference between vacant and partially developed
property owners’ preferences decreases as zoned
redevelopment potential increases. Owners of both vacant and
partially developed land were more open to redevelopment if their
property could be subdivided into more lots. Similarly, openness to
development across all properties increases as zoned capacity
increases.



When the property owner currently lives on the parcel, they
are much less likely to be open to development. 41% of property
owners living on the parcel in question stated that development was
very unlikely compared to 11% of property owners living elsewhere.



Permitting, impact, and utility hookup fees cited as
development barriers. 28% of respondents cited fees as barriers
toward developing their property.

Kitsap County
Kitsap County is currently working with local jurisdictions and a consultant
on a new Buildable Lands Report. The report will examine market factors
and several other options in a framework to reflect geographical, product,
and market typologies in the County. Kitsap County is still working through
market factor-specific guidance with its consultant team and anticipates
completion of guidance for the residential and employment land capacity
analysis will continue through early summer 2021. However, Kitsap County
has released preliminary figures as of May 2021 that are currently under
review. Based upon consultant analysis, Kitsap has identified a range of
market factors (Exhibit 7) for distinct product types by different regional
geographies. In order to select within this range, each city must review their
specific attributes, assumptions and market conditions and consider whether
a higher or lower market factor is appropriate for that given product type.
Market factor ranges run from 5% minimum up to 50% maximum for
residential and non-residential typologies. Ranges for each type and
geography were determined by the consultants and County based on a
projection of what percentage of planned capacity will be absorbed over the
coming years.
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Exhibit 7. Kitsap County Preliminary Market Factors, May 2021

Source: Kitsap County, 2021

Kitsap County has developed a methodology that, like King County’s, is
partially based on PSRC’s regional geography typologies; each city and UGA
in the County has been categorized as one of these geographies in order to
help inform selection from a range of market factors: Metropolitan Cities
(Bremerton and its UGA), Core Cities (Silverdale), High-Capacity Transit
Communities (Bainbridge, Poulsbo & UGA, Kingston, and Port Orchard &
UGA), and Cities and Towns (none).
Kitsap County’s preliminary methodology consists of four steps:
(a) Assign product types to each zone within each geography. In
this step, the County and Cities identify the predominant product type
in each zone of the City/UGA where capacity exists. Product types
corresponding to zoning include single-family residential, multifamily
residential, commercial, and industrial uses.
(b) Establish market indicators for each city and product type. This
step consisted of an historic analysis of develop patterns and actual,
measure market factors for various Kitsap cities and product types
versus planned capacities. Market factors were estimated based on
percentages of real estate absorption by product over that time period.
Ranges and segmentation were determined:
(i)

Lower boundary: 5% To account for the unmeasurable
variables.

(ii)

Upper boundary: 50%: Upper bound for potential market
factors.
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(iii) Range Segmentation: This analysis separates the ranges into
three segments evenly distributed within the upper and lower
bounds (low/medium/high).
(c) Establish Market Factor Ranges for each geography, and
product type. In this step, cities select from a range of market factors
organized by product type.
(d) Refine and Adjust. Finally, cities refine and adjust local conditions
and based on local analysis. A range for each product-type by each
Regional Geography is provided in Step C. In order to select within this
range, each city (or UGA) must review their specific attributes,
assumptions and market conditions and consider whether a higher or
lower Market Factor is appropriate for that given product type (and
therefore, applicable zone within the City or UGA). It is important to
note that additional factors may need to be considered to account for
unique circumstances influencing the market availability of land in
any given jurisdiction. Such factors may include:
(i)

Vacant versus underutilized lands

(ii)

Market Trends

(iii)

Single family uses in recently up-zoned areas

(iv)

Restrictive Covenants in planned communities

(v)

Parcel size and assemblage challenges

(vi)

Transit accessibility

(vii)

Infrastructure limitations

(viii)

Areas designated as Growth Centers
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III.

APPROACH

TO

NEW MARKET FACTOR CONSIDERATIONS

This section reviews each market factor consideration set forth in RCW
36.70A.217, shown in italics below, along with information from the State
Buildable Lands Guidelines, and how Whatcom County and the cities might
approach these issues. Several considerations for the market factor may be
addressed in other ways through the Buildable Lands Methodology itself (e.g.
through reasonable measures).

RCW 36.70A.217 Requirements
1. Infrastructure costs, including but not limited to
transportation, water, sewer, stormwater, and the cost to
provide new or upgraded infrastructure if required to serve
development
Whatcom County’s Buildable Lands Methodology utilizes achieved
densities (where available) to estimate future capacity in the buildable
lands analysis. Achieved densities should reflect market support for
development, including in areas where new or upgraded infrastructure are
required.
There may be cases where there is insufficient data on achieved densities
to assess future capacity. In these cases, the County and cities should
assess potential reasons why development has not occurred, including
infrastructure costs and the inability to connect to public water and sewer
(e.g. property in a city UGA prior to annexation).
The jurisdictions should also address how to identify areas which will have
limited development potential until certain infrastructure improvements
are complete. This could include considering the timing of future capital
improvement projects and using this to evaluate the phasing of
development capacity in certain areas. It should be noted that the Review
and Evaluation Program Methodology addresses “infrastructure gaps”
separately from market factor in accordance with RCW 36.70A.215(3)(b).
While “gaps” in publicly provided infrastructure are treated separately,
market factors are still the appropriate mechanism to account for
owner/developer considerations related to on-site infrastructure costs and
related delays or limitations to development.
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2. Cost of development
It is assumed that, generally, the impact of development cost is reflected
in achieved densities. The State Department of Commerce’s Housing
Memorandum: Issues Affecting Housing Availability and Affordability
(June 2019) indicates that “. . . Typically most affordable housing unit
types will tend to be moderate-density units such as cottages, duplexes,
triplexes, and rowhouses or townhouses. . .” (p. 87). The State’s Housing
Memorandum also contains the following graphic generally illustrating
housing cost dynamics.
Exhibit 8. Housing Type Spectrum: Relationships between Housing Types,
Prices & Rent, Housing Unit Size, & Housing Density

Source: State Department of Commerce’s Housing Memorandum: Issues Affecting Housing
Availability and Affordability (June 2019, p. 85)

Provided there is sufficient data, it is assumed that achieved densities
generally reflect construction types that are supported by the market.
However, there are cases where development costs can delay or prevent
development and impact the land supply during the planning period. Such
cases include:
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Large Planned Developments. Large planned developments
may have extended buildout periods. Developers may choose to
delay portions of such developments that require internal
infrastructure investments until earlier phases have been sold and
more capital is available.



Private Share of Public Infrastructure. Private infrastructure
contributions, including impact fees, increase the cost of
development and can limit feasibility in communities with weaker
demand for real estate. At the same time, impact fees help provide
certainty to new development that adequate infrastructure will be
developed. Further, improved infrastructure should increase the
property’s value over time.



Condominium Liability Costs. In recent decades, condominium
developers in Washington State typically incurred higher liability
insurance costs compared to other types of development due to the
Washington Condominium Act. These insurance costs did not vary
widely with the price level. As a result, this was considered one of
the most significant reasons why there was a lack of condominium
development in Washington, and why the condominiums that have
been built are mostly high end. Senate Bill 5334, passed in 2019,
has increased the standard for warrantable defects and protects
condo association board members from personal liability. This
legislation may resolve market barriers to condominium
development, but it is still early to assess its full impact. Further,
this issue is not likely significant for the market factor in Whatcom
County. There is currently strong investor demand for rented
apartments and other types of housing. As a result, condominium
liability may not impact overall housing unit production if local
economics still support other types of housing development. This
dynamic could impact the local housing tenure composition, which
could diverge from planning assumptions and community needs.



Land Development “Inefficiencies”. Local land use regulations,
such as tree retention requirements and subdivision limitations on
partially developed parcels, can impact the development capacity of
a property. Limiting development capacity will in turn limit the
financial return possible on the property.

Many of these factors will have a case-by-case impact on specific parcels,
rather than being broadly applicable in a market factor. The impact of
development costs could be incorporated into jurisdictions’ review of their
buildable land inventory.
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3. Timelines to permit and develop land
Development timelines should impact assumptions about when future
land capacity will be “unlocked” by new infrastructure. When new
infrastructure investments will make development more feasible, the
analysis should apply a reasonable lag time to reflect when units will be
developed. Master planned developments may have a higher market factor
to account for build-out that would occur beyond the 20-year planning
period.
Regarding timelines to permit and develop land, the State’s Buildable
Lands Guidelines (2018) indicate:
This issue is suggested by E2SSB 5254 as potentially requiring
Market Supply Factor derivation guidance. However, upon review,
for the most part, the issue was found not to have a direct influence
on property owner decision to sell or (re)develop land during a 20year planning period. The issue is, however, potentially significant
for discussion of reasonable measures, determining what
adjustments might need to be made by the planning agency.
The sole exception would likely be extended timelines for
developing large master-planned communities. Over a twenty-year
period, several economic cycles may occur that can either accelerate
build-out pace or slow it. Therefore, even though a master-planned
community development plan includes all portions of future buildout, market forces, financial markets, and both private and public
infrastructure costs may deem portions of such a project to not
feasibly be built within 20 years. Market Supply Factor deduction
for build-out of such projects beyond 20 years would be appropriate
(p. 56).

4. Market availability of land
One component of market availability is owners’ willingness to sell. The
State’s Buildable Lands Guidelines suggest that the following methods
may be considered in evaluating the market availability of land:


Property owner surveys;



Property owner interviews;



Advisory committee input;



Real Estate – Residential and Commercial/Industrial expert input
(brokerages, appraisers, etc.); and/or
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Review of County Assessor data to identify property ownership
patterns and sales activity (p. 56).

5. The nexus between proposed densities, economic conditions
needed to achieve those densities, and the impact to housing
affordability for home ownership and rental housing
The State’s Buildable Lands Guidelines (2018) address this issue by
indicating:
Although cited in E2SSB 5254 as an issue to study as it may affect
Market Supply Factor guidance, this issue was determined to be
more appropriate to consideration of Reasonable Measures for
dealing with inconsistencies between planned capacity at varying
densities and the extent to which such planned capacity may not be
economically delivered. The issue is far less of a direct influence on
property owner willingness to sell land for development or
redevelopment (p. 58).
Suggested reasonable measures from the State’s Buildable Lands
Guidelines address housing affordability in a variety of ways. Jurisdictions
required to adopt and implement reasonable measures will consider these
measures.

6. Market demand when evaluating if land is suitable for
development or redevelopment
The State’s Buildable Lands Guidelines (2018) address market demand
by indicating:
. . . this issue was determined to be more appropriate to
consideration of Reasonable Measures for dealing with
inconsistencies between planned capacity at varying densities and
the extent to which such planned capacity may not be economically
delivered due to appropriate market demand. The issue is far less of
a direct influence on property owner willingness and legal/financial
decision-making to sell land for development or redevelopment (p.
58).
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I V. L O C A L D A T A A V A I L A B I L I T Y
Geospatial Parcel Data
In 2020, Whatcom County GIS updated its database for parcels in UGAs
classified as vacant, partially used, and underutilized (referred to as
“developable parcels”, when combined). As of April 2020, the database
includes the following:


Vacant parcels: 5,060



Partially used parcels: 1,473



Underutilized parcels: 1,077



Total developable parcels: 7,610

The parcel data includes the following key attributes for analysis:


Assessor’s parcel # and address



Owner and owner’s mailing address



Zoning designation



Current use



Existing single-family and multi-family housing units



Existing commercial and industrial building square feet



Assessed value of land and improvements



Jurisdiction

Property Sale Data
The Whatcom County Assessor’s office has a robust database of property
sales. The system was converted to a computerized system in 2010, and the
data quality is best following that year. The database includes many
attributes, but has several important limitations:


Parcels change over time (e.g. by land divisions), and sale records may
be attached to multiple parcels. When new parcels are created, data on
previous sales related to old parcels is not transferred to the new
parcel.



The database is better oriented towards providing up-to-date
information rather than looking backward.



The Assessor’s office does not always have the most up-to-date or most
detailed data on current property uses. Land use codes in the system
are tied to those prescribed by statute and the department of revenue
for property taxes.
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It is important to consider the timing of the assessment relative to
construction dates. When the assessment takes place before a
structure is built, the assessed value of that property may be
reflecting its previous use or vacant state.

As a result of all these limitations, data cleaning is a major consideration for
any analysis involving the Assessor’s property sale data. However, the
Assessor’s data available are extensive and include the following attributes:


Assessor’s parcel # and address



Zoning designation



Sale year



Value of land and improvements at sale year and current year



Sale price



Deed type



Land use code at sale year and current year



Seller & Buyer names

Real Estate Market Reports
Data on rents and sale prices for some of Whatcom County’s cities is
available from commercial sources including Whatcom Prospector, CoStar,
Redfin, and Zillow. However, these sources have limited coverage for cities
other than Bellingham. Continued partnership with local real estate experts
is likely the best strategy for understanding Whatcom County’s other
communities in more detail.
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V.

ANALYSIS METHODS
Each jurisdiction will use the following approach to develop the market
factors for vacant, partially-used, and under-utilized property in cities and
UGAs:
1. Start with the default market factors in the Whatcom County Review
and Evaluation Program Methodology (15% for vacant land and 25%
for partially used and under-utilized land).
2. Analyze Properties Without Transaction History – Utilize State
Buildable Lands Guidelines “Example # 2” (pp. 59-60) to inform the
market factor discussion.

3. Analyze Converted/Developed Properties – Utilize State Buildable
Lands Guidelines “Example # 3” (p. 60) to inform the market factor
discussion.

4. Conduct a Property Owner Survey –Mail out a cover letter with an
associated questionnaire to inform the market factor discussion.

5. Interview Selected Land Owners – Some cities and/or UGAs have
property owners that own relatively large blocks of developable
land. The jurisdictions have discretion to reach out to these property
owners to inform the process.
6. Consider other relevant information, if deemed appropriate, in setting
market factors. Any such factors will be clearly documented by the
jurisdiction.
7. Determine whether to use the default market factors or adjust these
factors based upon a review of steps 2-6 above. The final overall
average market factor for a UGA should not exceed 25%, except where
the jurisdiction has well-documented support for why a larger market
factor is appropriate.
A 20-year time frame will be used for the analyses, as the planning period is
20-years.
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Property Owner Survey
The property owner survey is useful in assessing owners’ willingness to sell
or develop their land. It does not assess the market’s appetite to purchase
and develop this land. Analytical Examples # 2 and # 3, as detailed in the
State Buildable Lands Guidelines (and p. 8 of this document), could help
provide additional data specific to market support. The portion of survey
respondents indicating that their parcel is unlikely or very unlikely to
develop in the 20-year period may be used, along with other data, to inform
development of the market factor.
The County and cities, with the assistance of Pacific Market Research,
surveyed owners of developable parcels to understand if their properties are
likely to contribute to land capacity during the 20-year planning period. The
following survey methods were used.
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Survey
Data Required
 Identified developable properties (vacant, underutilized, and partiallyused)


Property owner mailing addresses for identified properties

Survey Methods
The survey was distributed to owners of vacant, partially-used, and
underutilized property in cities and UGAs in the following zoning or future
comprehensive plan land use designations:


Single Family Residential



Multifamily Residential



Commercial/Industrial

The survey was sent to all owners of vacant, partially used, and
underutilized land in cities and UGAs except for vacant single family
residential lots that cannot be further subdivided (i.e. parcel size is less than
two times the minimum lot size). It is assumed that vacant single family
lots, such as those in a subdivision, would have a low market factor because
they are likely to develop within the 20-year planning period.
The vendor, Pacific Market Research, mailed the cover letter and survey to
identified participants in May/June 2020.
Cover Letter
The cover letter to property owners is attached.
Survey Questions
The survey questions are attached.
Compiling Survey Results
A total of 4,855 surveys were sent out to land owners. An online survey would
have avoided transcription labor, but presents challenges to ensure the
parcel in question is recorded accurately and to avoid duplicate responses per
parcel. Therefore, the vendor mailed the survey and compiled the results.
The survey response rate is shown in Exhibit 9.
Exhibit 9. Property Owner Survey Response Rate, 2020
Completed

Total

Returned

Total

Response

Surveys

Mailed

Undeliverable

Delivered

Rate

4,855

112

4,743

36%

Returned

1,715
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Survey responses were compiled in two reports.


The first report, entitled Whatcom County Property Owners Survey
(September 2020), compiled overall results and individual UGA
results for how likely or unlikely property is to develop over the next
20 years. It also summarizes the reasons why property is likely or
unlikely to develop over a 20-year period.



The second report is a spreadsheet entitled Whatcom County Property
Owners Survey Data and Codebook (September 2020). This
spreadsheet provides more detail relating to the reasons that property
is likely or unlikely to develop over the next 20 years. These reasons
were either checked by the property owner from a menu of potential
reasons provided on the survey or written in by the property owner.
This report “codes” the checked responses and the written responses
so they could be grouped and counted with other similar responses (in
the first report, cited above). It also provides verbatim written
responses to survey questions.

To help facilitate data entry, the Assessor’s parcel number, address, and
other relevant information was included on the survey and the property
owner letter. This allowed matching results to specific parcels.
Analyzing Survey Results
Survey results were cross-tabulated, with analysis specific to the following
topic areas:


Total respondents



Development Status Category (Vacant, partially-used, or underutilized)



Land Use Category (Commercial/Industrial, Single Family,
Multifamily)



Property location (Specific UGA)



Unlikely and Very Unlikely to Develop



Likely and Very Likely to Develop



Unsure respondents

Exhibit 10 provides the overall survey results, aggregating all 1,715
responses from property owners within the 10 UGAs. This data and similar
results compiled by individual UGA are included in the report entitled
Whatcom County Property Owners Survey (September 2020). When
interpreting this information, it is important to keep in mind that vacant
single family residential lots that cannot be further subdivided (i.e. parcel
size is less than two times the minimum lot size) were not included in the
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survey. It was assumed that vacant single family lots, such as those in a
subdivision, would have a low market factor because they are likely to
develop within the 20-year planning period. For purposes of the buildable
lands analysis, the City/County Planner Group is using a 5% to 10% market
factor, selected at the discretion of the individual jurisdiction, for vacant
single family residential lots that cannot be subdivided further.
Exhibit 10. Whatcom County Property Owner Survey – Overall Results
Likelihood of Development in the Next 20 Years
----------------------------------------------Unlikely/Very
Unlikely
------------All Respondents-Total
Single Family All
Vacant
Partially Used
Multifamily

All
Vacant
Partially Used
Underutilized

Commercial/ Industrial All
Vacant
Partially Used
Underutilized

655
38.2%
371
42.2%
98
28.1%
273
51.5%
111
40.5%
45
37.5%
9
31.0%
57
45.6%
173
30.8%
76
25.6%
24
49.0%
73
33.8%

Unsure/NA
---------143
8.3%
72
8.2%
28
8.0%
44
8.3%
21
7.7%
10
8.3%
3
10.3%
8
6.4%
50
8.9%
19
6.4%
3
6.1%
28
13.0%

Likely/Very
Likely
----------917
53.5%
436
49.6%
223
63.9%
213
40.2%
142
51.8%
65
54.2%
17
58.6%
60
48.0%
339
60.3%
202
68.0%
22
44.9%
115
53.2%

Total
Responses
---------1715
100.0%
879
100.0%
349
100.0%
530
100.0%
274
100.0%
120
100.0%
29
100.0%
125
100.0%
562
100.0%
297
100.0%
49
100.0%
216
100.0%

An analysis was conducted blending the “unlikely/very unlikely” results for
vacant single family lots from the survey (that can be further subdivided)
with an assumed 5% market factor for the vacant single family residential
lots that cannot be further subdivided (October 14, 2020 e-mail). The County
sent out the following to the City/County Group (October 15, 2020 e-mail):
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A spreadsheet using the blended analysis method with a 5% deduction
(market factor) for vacant single family land that cannot be divided
further; and



A spreadsheet using the blended analysis method with a 10%
deduction (market factor) for vacant single family land that cannot be
divided further

Using a 5% market factor for vacant single family land that is not
subdividable, the blended overall market factor for vacant single family land
would be 18.4% (countywide). Using a 10% market factor for vacant single
family land that is not subdividable, the blended overall market factor for
vacant single family land would be 18.8% (countywide). These countywide
figures may be considered by individual jurisdictions as they select market
factors for vacant single family land in their communities.
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Direct Outreach with Property Owners
In several UGAs, significant shares of developable parcels are held by a
small number of property owners. The County and cities identified property
owners whose development decisions will have an outsize impact on UGAs’
growth potential. The consultant, Community Attributes, reached out to
these property owners to discuss the property owner’s development plans.
The results of these conversations, which are documented in a memo entitled
“Findings From Landowner Interviews” (Community Attributes, February 3,
2021) may alter other assumptions for the development potential of those
properties.

Setting the Market Factors
The seven steps in the Analysis Method (p. 73) will be used to develop
market factors. Separate market factors should be developed for each UGA,
land use category and development status (e.g. vacant and partially-used/
under-utilized).
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WHATCOM COUNTY
Planning & Development Services
5280 Northwest Drive
Bellingham, WA 98226-9097
360-778-5900, TTY 800-833-6384
360-778-5901 Fax

Mark Personius, AICP
Director

Physical Property Location
Parcel Jurisdiction:
Address
City, State Zip
Parcel #:
Land Use Category:
Development Status:
Whatcom County Property Owner
Mailing Address
City, State, Zip
Dear Whatcom County Property Owner,
Whatcom County and the cities are working together to estimate where new population and
employment growth is likely to occur during the next 20 years. To support that work, the County
and the cities are trying to determine the capability and likelihood of the county’s existing land
supply (undeveloped or partially developed) to accommodate additional growth. This information
will help the County and cities better plan for future growth.
As part of this process, county and city planners would like to learn about property owner
preferences. On the other side of this letter is a short survey asking how likely you believe your
property (indicated at the top of this page) is to develop over the next 20 years and related
questions. Your responses will be combined with responses from other property owners. They
will not be used by the County or cities for any specific zoning or project decisions concerning
your property, and will not be used by the County Assessor to determine your property valuation
or taxes.
Please return the survey in the enclosed postage-paid envelope within the next two weeks. If
you own more than one parcel, you may receive an additional survey for each property. Please
return each survey with your responses for each individual property. Your responses will be used
to improve estimates of when and where growth is likely to occur.
For more information, please visit http://whatcomcounty.us/3052/Review-Evaluation-ProgramBuildable-Land . County and city planner contact information is available on this website. If you
have any questions about the survey, please contact the County or city planner for your
jurisdiction.
Sincerely,

Mark Personius
Whatcom County Planning & Development Services Director
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1. In your estimation, how likely is it that this property will be available for new
development within the next 20 years?


Very likely



Likely



Unlikely



Very unlikely



Unsure (Please explain):
_________________________________________________________________

2. If applicable, what reasons make it “unlikely” or “very unlikely” that this property will be
available for new development? (Check all that may apply)


I do not want to sell the property



There is no room on this property for additional development



Property values are too low or financing is not available



Fees, such as impact fees or sewer hookup fees, are too high



Development and infrastructure costs are too high



The property lacks sewer, septic, water, or other utilities



There is no access to the property (it lacks a driveway or right-of-way)



Environmental constraints, such as wetlands or steep slopes, limit development



An easement or covenant restricts development



I value the privacy and open space the property provides



Other (please describe):
_________________________________________________________________

3. If applicable, what reasons make it “likely” or “very likely” that this property will be
available for new development?


I plan to sell the property to a developer



Developers or realtors have expressed interest in the property



I plan to sell the property for retirement



I plan to divide and distribute property to heirs



I would like to build a rental unit



I would like to build additional housing



I would like to develop commercial or industrial uses



Other (please describe):
_________________________________________________________________

4. Please describe any thoughts you have about developing this property over the next 20
years:
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WHATCOM COUNTY
Planning & Development Services
5280 Northwest Drive
Bellingham, WA 98226-9097
360-778-5900, TTY 800-833-6384
360-778-5901 Fax

Mark Personius
Director

Memorandum
October 19, 2021
To:

The Whatcom County Planning Commission

From:

Matt Aamot, Senior Planner

Through:

Mark Personius, Director

RE:

Repealing the Cherry Point Ferndale Subarea Plan and Making a
Related Comprehensive Plan Amendment (PLN2018-00003)

The Growth Management Act (GMA) allows, but does not require, a county to adopt
subarea plans under RCW 36.70A.080. However, the GMA also requires that
subarea plans must be consistent with a county’s comprehensive plan. Specifically,
RCW 36.70A.080(2) states: “A comprehensive plan may include, where
appropriate, subarea plans, each of which is consistent with the comprehensive
plan.”
The Cherry Point Ferndale Subarea Plan was adopted in 1981, some 40 years ago.
Since that time, the GMA was adopted (1990) and the County adopted, and
subsequently updated, a county-wide Comprehensive Plan.
Some of the comprehensive land use plan designations in the 1981 Cherry Point
Ferndale Subarea Plan are not consistent with the designations in the Whatcom
County Comprehensive Plan. Additionally, the requirement to designate urban
growth areas (UGAs) was not enacted until after the Subarea Plan was adopted.
The Subarea Plan has “Urban Reserve” designations, but they do not match the
current UGA boundaries. The GMA’s rural element requirements did not exist when
the Subarea Plan was adopted and, therefore, were not addressed. The Subarea
Plan utilized a 15-year planning period (which ended in 1996). The Subarea Plan
contains policies that are inconsistent with the Whatcom County Comprehensive
Plan. Therefore, we recommend repealing the Subarea Plan and deleting a
reference to the Subarea Plan in the Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan. Finally,
we would note that the County has already repealed 6 subarea plans from the
1980s and 1990s within the past 8 years.
The Planning Commission held a public hearing and work session on repealing the
Cherry Point Ferndale Subarea Plan on July 12, 2018. At that time, the Commission
approved a motion to postpone consideration of the proposal to repeal the Cherry
Point Ferndale Subarea Plan until the Cherry Point amendments to the Whatcom
County Comprehensive Plan and County Code were reviewed by the Commission.
1

The Planning Commission issued final recommendations on the Cherry Point
Amendments (PLN 2018-00009) on August 13, 2020. The County Council
considered these recommendations and adopted the Cherry Point amendments on
July 27, 2021 (Ordinance 2021-046). Therefore, the proposal to repeal the
Subarea Plan is now coming back to the Planning Commission for review.
Thank you for your consideration of this matter. We look forward to discussing it
with you.

2
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WHATCOM COUNTY
PLANNING & DEVELOPMENT SERVICES
Repeal the
Cherry Point Ferndale Subarea Plan
and Delete a Reference to the Subarea Plan in the
Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan
PROPOSED FINDINGS OF FACT AND REASONS FOR ACTION
1.

The subject amendments include:
a. Deleting text in the Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan relating to the
Cherry Point Ferndale Subarea Plan.
b. Repealing the Cherry Point Ferndale Subarea Plan (1981).

2.

Notice of the subject amendments was submitted to the Washington State
Department of Commerce on April 3, 2018.

3.

A determination of non-significance (DNS) was issued under the State
Environmental Policy Act (SEPA) on April 23, 2018.

4.

Notice of the Planning Commission hearings for the subject amendments was
posted on the County website on June 26, 2018 and October 18, 2021.

5.

Notice of the Planning Commission hearing for the subject amendments was
published in the Bellingham Herald on June 29, 2018 and October 15, 2021.

6.

Notice of the Planning Commission hearing was sent to the County’s e-mail
list on July 3, 2018 and October 18, 2021.

7.

The Planning Commission held public hearings on the subject amendments
on July 12, 2018 and October 28, 2021.

8.

Pursuant to WCC 22.10.060(1), in order to approve the proposed
comprehensive plan amendments the County must find all of the following:
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a. The amendment conforms to the requirements of the Growth
Management Act, is internally consistent with the county-wide
planning policies and is consistent with any interlocal planning
agreements.
b. Further studies made or accepted by the Department of Planning and
Development Services indicate changed conditions that show need for
the amendment.
c. The public interest will be served by approving the amendment. In
determining whether the public interest will be served, factors
including but not limited to the following shall be considered:
i. The anticipated effect upon the rate or distribution of population
growth, employment growth, development, and conversion of
land as envisioned in the comprehensive plan.
ii. The anticipated effect on the ability of the county and/or other
service providers, such as cities, schools, water and/or sewer
purveyors, fire districts, and others as applicable, to provide
adequate services and public facilities including transportation
facilities.
iii. Anticipated impact upon designated agricultural, forest and
mineral resource lands.
d. The amendment does not include or facilitate spot zoning.
Growth Management Act
9.

The Growth Management Act (GMA) allows, but does not require, a county to
adopt subarea plans under RCW 36.70A.080 (“Comprehensive plans –
Optional elements”).

10.

However, the GMA requires that subarea plans must be consistent with a
county’s comprehensive plan. Specifically, RCW 36.70A.080(2) states: “A
comprehensive plan may include, where appropriate, subarea plans, each of
which is consistent with the comprehensive plan.”

11.

The Cherry Point Ferndale Subarea Plan was adopted in 1981, prior to
enactment of the GMA in 1990. The Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan
was adopted in 1997 and subsequently amended from time to time.
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County-Wide Planning Policies
12.

The County-Wide Planning Policies do not require the County to retain old
subarea plans.

Interlocal Agreements
13.

There are no interlocal agreements relating to the Cherry Point Ferndale
Subarea Plan.

Further Studies/Changed Conditions
14.

The GMA, adopted in 1990, included a requirement to designate Urban
Growth Areas (UGAs). The 1981 Cherry Point Ferndale Subarea Plan does
not address UGAs.

15.

The GMA was amended in 1997 to include criteria for limited areas of more
intensive rural development (LAMIRDs). The 1981 Cherry Point Ferndale
Subarea Plan does not address LAMIRDs.

16.

The Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan utilizes a planning horizon of
2036. The 1981 Cherry Point Ferndale Subarea Plan utilized a 15-year
planning period (which ended in 1996).

17.

The Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan contains population projections
through the year 2036. The 1981 Cherry Point Ferndale Subarea Plan
contains population forecasts through the year 2000.

18.

The 1981 Cherry Point Ferndale Subarea Plan contains density policies that
are not consistent with the Whatcom County Zoning Code.

19.

The 1981 Cherry Point Ferndale Subarea Plan is inconsistent with the
Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan. Specifically, the Subarea Plan does
not address UGAs, contains different land use designations, is inconsistent
with the Comprehensive Plan’s rural element, has a different planning period,
and contains different population projections.

20.

Changed conditions including enactment of the GMA, adoption of the
Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan, and the passage of time warrant
repealing the 1981 Cherry Point Ferndale Subarea Plan.
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Public Interest
21.

Repealing the 1981 Cherry Point Ferndale Subarea Plan will serve the public
interest by removing a plan that is inconsistent with the Whatcom County
Comprehensive Plan. Removing a reference to the Subarea Plan in the
Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan is consistent with repealing the
Subarea Plan.

Spot Zoning
22.

The subject proposal does not involve rezoning property.

PROPOSED CONCLUSION
1. The subject comprehensive plan amendments, which include repealing the
Subarea Plan, are consistent with the approval criteria of WCC 22.10.060.

RECOMMENDATION
Based upon the above findings and conclusions, staff recommends:
1.

Approving Exhibit A, Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan Amendment; and

2.

Repealing Exhibit B, the Cherry Point Ferndale Subarea Plan.
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Exhibit A – Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan Amendments

Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan – Chapter 2
Policy 2L-2:

Retain and periodically review the adopted Subarea Plans
(Lummi Island, Cherry Point-Ferndale, Urban Fringe, Birch Bay
Community Plan, Foothills, and Point Roberts). . .

No changes to the remainder of this policy.

Rationale: The Cherry Point Ferndale Subarea Plan (1981) would be
repealed. Therefore, the reference to this Subarea Plan would be
removed from the Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan.

1

Exhibit B – Cherry Point Ferndale Subarea Plan Repeal

Repeal the Cherry Point Ferndale Subarea Plan in its entirety (see attached).
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I.

INTRODUCTION
Statutory Authority
Statutory authority
for county
comprehensive land
use planning is
established in the Washington State Planning Enabling Act, in which it is
stated that "each planning agency shall prepare a comprehensive plan for the
orderly physical development of the county or any portion thereof .....
(ROW 36.70.320).
The Cherry Point-Ferndale Subarea Comprehensive Plan has
been developed in response to statutory authority, as well as in recognition
of the widely accepted principle that future Whatcom County land use
decisions should be made in a coordinated and responsible manner by both the
public and private sectors.
Definition & Application
The Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan is defined as an official public
document to be utilized by both the public and private sectors as a policy
guideline for making orderly and desirable decisions concerning the future
use of land in the county.
The plan has been formulated by the Whatcom
County Planning Commission and is comprehensive, general and long-range in
nature. Comprehensive, in that it encompasses major geographic areas of the
county and the functional elements that bear on physical development;
general, in that it summarizes major policies and proposals and is not, by
statute, a detailed regulation; and long-range, in that it not only
addresses current issues, but also anticipated problems and possibilities of
the future.
The purpose of this document is to foster a responsible process of land use
decision-making. The goals, policies and land use plan Jaap contained herein
serve to amend the 1970 Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan for the geographic
area covered by the Cherry Point-Ferndale Subarea. The 1970 plan served as
a good and basic plan for the 1970's, but as times change, people's
attitudes, technologies, and econa-ies also change.
Consequently, the
primary decision-making document of local government must be revised to
address current and anticipated issues of the future.
In consideration of the changes that have occurred since the existing plan
was adopted, the Planning Co.mission resolved in December, 1978 to revise
and update the 1970 Comprehensive Plan. The C08Dission is also aware that
changes will continue through the 1980's and has realized that the policies
contained herein will be subject to .adification and revision over a period
of tiae.
Aa is discussed in the following section, this Subarea Plan will
be revised on a five-year basis.
Subarea Planning Concept
Because of the county's diverse physical and cultural make-up, the Planning
Commission elected to revise the plan on·an individual geographic area
basis. Thus, the Commission divided the western one-third of the county
into ten logical geographic areas where the planning process could be
applied in a uniform and consistent lI8Illler.
Denoted as "subareas," these
geographic areas were delineated to address various land use related issues
that appeared to be unique to particular areas of the county.
1
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The criteria utilized by the Commission to delineate the subarea boundaries
include natural and physical features; political subdivisions, such as
special purpose districts (sewer, water, fire, school, etc.); existing land
use patterns; and the presence of a city or town (where applicable) to act
as a nucleus for the area.
Thus, subareas are planning units determined
through the application of criteria and considered as a practical means of
revising the comprehensive plan in a consistent orderly fashion.
Whatcom County Planning Process
The Whatcom County ca.prehensive planning process is defined as a continual
program of evaluating goals, conducting various land-related studies, and
then utilizing such goals and studies to fashion a balanced and practical
set of land use policies and proposals for the future use of land in our
county. Stated differently, the planning process serves as a blueprint for
the logical
development of the comprehensive plan, as well as the
formulation of effective implementation tools.
The process describes, through a logical sequence, the various land use
related factors that must be considered to effect the formulation of
responsible and meaningful land use policies and proposals.
These factors
concern the following: the definition of county-wide goals; the inventory
and· analysis of land use, community
facilities and
utilities, and
environmental resource characteristics; the forecasting of population levels
and the county'S economic vitality; the comprehension of issues, both
technical and citizen related; the development of policies to resolve and/or
address the relevant issues, and the transformation of policies into the
plan map and attendant implementation tools.
The planning process is continual. It involves not only the formulation of
the comprehensive plan document, its implementation through the application
and use of various regulatory tools, but also continual monitoring and
periodic updating. The success of the planning process in Whatcom County
relies heavily upon the county's ability to keep the major components of the
plan current. Thus, the plan should be updated every five years by the
Planning Commission and such reV1S10ns should adhere to the various
sequential stages of the planning process.
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Format
The Comprehensive Plan for the Cherry Point-Ferndale Subarea includes the
necessary information for the appropriate formulation of land use decisions
by both the public and private sectors of Whatcom County. The components of
the Plan include the following:
1.

Subarea Description: To generally define Subarea characteristics and
establish issue topics, as determined by area residents, the Planning
Commission, planning staff, and Jones and Associates, the consulting
firm which prepared the background planning study for the Subarea.

2.

Population Forecasts: To correlate anticipated population levels with
the land use policies and map.

3.

Goal Statements: To provide
planning in Whatcom County.

4.

Rationale and Locational Criteria: To establish the necessity of the
land use designations and the spatial requirements to be utilized for
policy application to the Comprehensive Plan Map.

5.

Policies: To provide the primary decision-making tools required to
resolve
the
land . use,
cODllllunity
facility
and
utility,
transportation/circulation, and environmental issues of the Subarea.

6.

Comprehensive Plan Land Use Map: To reflect the spatial distribution
of the policy statements; perhaps the most widely utilized component of
the Comprehensive Plan.

7.

Amendment Criteria: To assist both the public and private sectors with
respect to revisions of the Comprehensive Plan Policies and Map.

8.

Adoption Certification: To acknowledge the acceptance by the Whatcom
County Planning Commission and Council, and the Boundary Review Board,
of the Goal Statements and the Subarea Policies and Map.

the
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II.

SUBAREA DESCRIPTION
General
The Cherry Point-Ferndale Subarea encompasses approximately 63 square miles.
The boundaries are formed by Bay and Harksell roads on the north, Aldrich
and Wiser Lake roads on the east, Slater Road on the south and the Strait of
Georgia and Birch Bay on the west.
The City of Ferndale, with a 1980
population of 3,855, is the predominant residential and commercial node of
the Subarea.
Findings
In November 1979, Jones and Associates, in fulfillment of a contract with
the Whatcom County Planning Depart.ent, submitted a Comprehensive Planning
Study for the Cherry Point-Ferndale Subarea of Whatcom County. A portion of
the study contains descriptions of existing conditions within the Subarea
for land use,
the
physical
environmental
setting, transportation/
circulation, utilities and community facilities. Additionally, the report
identified specific issues for the aforementioned topics. It is intended in
the process of plan revision that issues identified by all participants
(consultant, staff, Planning Commission and citizens) shall be resolved
and/or addressed by adoption of specific policy statements by Whatcom
County.
Excluding the City of Ferndale, the study area contains 37,229 acres.
The
primary land use of the Subarea is agriculture, consisting of 27,594 acres.
This acreage includes uses related to full-ti.e commercial or part-time
farming activity and is situated in the Nooksack River floodplain, between
Ferndale and the Cherry Point industrial area, and in the northeast portion
of the study area.
Forest cover, a major secondary use, consists of
5,786 acres and is generally located west of Ferndale in the Cherry Point
area and
near Birch Bay.
Single-family residential and industrial
activities are also major uses in the Subarea, consisting of 2,221 and
2,155 acres respectively. Residential uses predominate adjacent to Ferndale
and in the North Bellingham and Point Whitehorn areas.
Industrial uses are
concentrated in the Cherry Point area where a potential exists for continued
development based upon deepwater port, rail and road access.
A significant
visual and
land use
characteristic is vacant land which comprises
1,402 acres.
Retail commercial
areas
are
situated
in
the West
Smith/Northwest roads and Portal Way areas. Other land uses, such as light
industry snd public, are minimal.
The physical eDvironment of the study area includes six shorelines (Terrell
Creek, Nooksack River, Ten Mile Creek, Lake Terrell, Tennant Lake, Barrett
Lake). All of the shorelines are subject to flooding and also provide
wildlife habitats. Areas located near Lake Terrell, Tennant Lake, Gulf Road
and the Terrell Creek outlet have been identified as critical wildlife
habitats in the Washington Environmental Atlas. Other aspects of the study
area identified locations having variable groundwater levels with certain
areas being subject to seasonally high water tables.
Urban type services, such as sewer and water facilities, are generally
available within the Ferndale city limits.
Although Ferndale will sell
water to users outside its incorporated area, sewer service is not extended
unless the property to be served is annexed to the city.
Other water users
5
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are primarily served by individual on-site wells,
Whatcom County Water District No.8 or P.U.D. #1.

water associations,

Community facilities, such as law enforcement agencies, fire protection,
health care and recreational facilities, are thought to be adequate.
Educational facilities in the study area are not overcrowded.
The existing roadway system is thought to provide an adequate level of
service.
However, some segments of major arterials are substandard, and a
number of intersections have a high accident ratio.
Citizen Participation and Subarea Issues
The issues of the Cherry Point-Ferndale Subarea are associated with land
use, community facilities and utilities, transportation/circulation, and the
physical environment. Issue development has its origin in the Subarea
background planning study, as conducted by Jones and Associates, and has
been augmented by inputs from the Subarea citizens, Ferndale officials and
the Whatcom County Planning Commission. The Whatcom County planning staff
presented the issues to Subarea citizens at four separate meetings and
proposed policies, intended to address or resolve the issues, were later
presented to the Subarea citizens at two separate meetings.
(A detailed
list of issues can be found in the Appendix of the Jones Planning Study).
The following is a summary of issues as presented to Subarea citizens.
The area adjacent to the City of Ferndale includes several major land use
issues as reiterated by Subarea citizens. Of utmost concern is determining
the most effective method of reserving land for future urban development
while avoiding the occurrence of nonurban uses and densities which typically
present land use transition and service conflicts. Other issues involve the
definition of urban and rural services consistent with geographic location,
future transportation planning, and conservation of environmental features.
A predominate land use pattern exists in the North Bellingham area which is
characterized by low density residential enclaves situated within a rural
setting.
The major concern to area residents is maintenance of the
residential-rural character while retaining future options regarding the
provision of urban services and attendant urban densities.
Of particular concern to residents of the nonurban rural portions of the
Subarea is the recognition of large contiguous areas which are not
considered as a prime land for either agriculture or urban uses. Because of
the soil conditions, absence of existing or planned services, and a very low
density land use pattern, the major issue relates to the most appropriate
application of a future land use designation.
Inherent in such land use
designations must be provisions for maintaining the rural character,
allowing a multiplicity of uses, and acknowledging the physical and cultural
limitations of the area.
The major issue involved with agriculture is expansion of the existing
Agricultural land use
designation
to
accommodate
those commercial
agricultural pursuits situated in the Nooksack River floodplain and on Prime
Farmland soils as classified by the Soil Conservation Service and the
Cooperative Extension Service.
A related issue involves minimizing the
pressure on commercial agricultural land for conversion to nonagricultural
6
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uses; thereby encouraging the
County agricultural activities.

continuation

and

conservation of Whatcom

A predominant land use pattern in the Subarea is associated with the heavy
industry located at Cherry Point.
Issues that arose as a result of the
existing and effective buffering of surrounding nonindustrial uses, the
concern that major industrial developments will cause a need for improved
services and facilities, and to what extent major industrial operations
should be financially responsible for such services.
A related issue
involves the need to provide land in optimal locations for spin-off light
industrial uses.
The major issues concerning Subarea transportation planning include the
identification of major arterials linking the Cherry Point industrial area
with 1-5, the coordination of transportation planning with the City of
Ferndale, and the consideration
of alternative
transportation modes
consistent with demand levels.
The response to and guideline for resolving the
contained within the policies of this document.
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III. POPULATION FORECASTS
Introduction
The purpose of population forecasting as it relates to land use planning is
to accommodate the long-term spatial requirements of various land uses, such
as residential, commercial,' industrial, recreational and public uses.
Population forecasting may also be of assistance in decision making for land
use related matters such as determining the appropriate scale and location
of public works facilities and land dev.elopment activities.
In addition,
population forecasts are subject to revision and as such, revision may be
accomplished in the five-year comprehensive plan update process.
The population information contained herein is a summary of the forecasts
prepared by various agencies.
Because of the technical difficulties
involved with current and projected population assessment on a Subarea
basis, the information is presented by total county, incorporated community
and unincorporated county. Furthermore, this information has been utilized
in a qualitative manner, or as a general guideline, rather than as a
specific numerical forecast.
To relate this information to the Cherry
Point-Ferndale
Comprehensive
Plan,
the
following
assumptions
are
established:

1.

Unincorporated areas situated adjacent to Ferndale will tend to
experience growth at the same rate as Ferndale, and this growth will
tend to concentrate primarily in the URBAN RESERVE area and secondarily
in the RESIDENTIAL RURAL area.

2.

Unincorporated areas not situated in immediate proximity to Ferndale
will tend to experience growth at the unincorporated county-wide rate,
and this growth will tend to be situated in RURAL areas.

Tables A, B and C, respectively, relate to Ferndale, unincorporated Whatcom
County and total Whatcom County population forecasts.
Figures 1, 2 and 3
present this information in a graphical format.
The remainder of the
information summarizes the various assumptions and variables which affect
the included population forecasts.
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FERNDALE POPULATION
TRENDS AND FORECASTS: 1970 - 2000
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TABLE A
FERNDALE POPULATION TRENDS AND FORECASTS:
RESEARCH
AGENCY
U.S. CENSUS
HT. WEST2
WCCOG3

1970
2,164

MEAN

1970-2000

1980
1
3,653
3,751
3,860

1985

1990

1995

2000

4,844
5,020

5,620
6,530

6,752
8,335

8,041
10,640

3,806 4

4,932

6,075

7,544

9.341

ANNUAL GROWTH RATES
1970 - 1980

1980 - 1990

1990 - 2000

5.38% PER YEARS

4.79% PER YEAR 6

4.40% PER YEAR

*Refer to page 13 for footnotes.
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FIGURE 2

UNINCORPORATED WHATCOM COUNTY
POPULATION TRENDS AND FORECASTS: 1970 -2000
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UNINCORPORATED WHATCOM COUNTY POPULATION TRENDS AND
FORECASTS: 1970 - 2000

~IEAN

I

1980
47,652 1
44,238
46,451

1985

1990

1995

2000

52,441
55,340

58,621
64,305

66,987
73,603

76,401
86,210

45,345 4

53,891

61,463

70,295

81,306

ANNUAL GROWTH RATES
1970 - 1930

1980 - 1990

1990 - 2000

3.43% PER YEAR 5

3.09% PER YEAR 6

2.84% PER YEAR

*Refer to Dage 13

for footnotes.
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FIGURE

TOTAL
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WHATCOM COUNTY

POPULATION TRENDS AND FORCASTS: 1970-2000
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TABLE C
TOTAL WHATCOM COUNTY POPULATION TRENDS AND
FORECASTS:
1970 - 2000
RESEARCH
AGENCY
U.S. CENSUS
MT. WEST2
WCC9G3
OFM
BPA8

1970
81,983

~~EAN

1980
103,941 1
101,497
104,876
103,100
102,350
102,956 4

1985

1990

1995

2000

117,578
122,300
115,700
113,625

129,758
141,160
128,569
123,925

146,013
160,623
142,470
132,750

164,241
184,910
153,841
141,350

117,301

130,853

145,464

161,086

ANNUAL GROWTH RATES
1970 - 1980

1980 - 1990

1990 - 2000

2.40% PER YEARS

2.43% PER YEAR 6

2.10% PER YEAR 6

*Refer to page 13 for footnotes.
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Assumptions Relating to Population Forecasts
All population forecasts are based on assumptions which affect the numerical
results, and population forecasting agencies do not make the same assumptions.
The following items are intended to present an overview of assumptions as they
relate to Whatcom County populations:
1.

In-migration9 will continue to substantially contribute
increases at the Washington State and Whatcom County levels.

2.

The trend
continue.

3.

Labor market potential and location will affect population distribution, and
gross natural increase and in-migration levels.

4.

The purpose of the populations
which in turn affects the results.

of

decreasing

family

size

and

to

population

population per household will

forecast affects assumption utilization,

Variables Affecting Population Forecasts
Agencies which prepare population forecasts often make revisions due to changes
in the variables related to assumptions. The following variables are intended as
an overview for potential Whatcom County population forecast revisions and may
not affect all the agencies whose forecasts are contained herein:
1.

Changes in Whatcom County birth, death and in-migration rates.

2.

Changes in the level of industrial development and the related labor market
potential of the Cherry Point area, as well as other locations within the
county.

3.

Changes in the Canadian economy and the related level of Canadian spending10
in Whatcom County.

4.

Changes in the demand for local resources (agriculture, forestry, fishing
and mining raw materials or products) with respect to local consumption or
state, national or international export markets.

'Refer to page 13 for footnotes.
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Footnotes
1

Preliminary 1980 U.S. Census figures, July 1980.

2

Mountain West Research, Preliminary Population Forecasts as contained within
the
Demographic
Impacts
Supplement
to the Chicago Bridge and Iron
Environmental Impact Statement, June 1980. (Figures are subject to revision)

3

Whatcom County Council of Governments, Population Forecasts, June 1980.

•

The preliminary U.S. Census figure is not included in the mean calculation.

5

Growth rate based upon

6

Growth rate based upon mean population forecast figures.

7

Office of Financial Management, "Special Report *24," November 1979.

8

Bonnevi lle Power
Admin is trat ion,
Projected to 2000, July 1979.

9

In-migration is equal to total population less natural increase, in which
natural increase is equal to total births less total deaths.

10

The Whatcom County Council of Government's population forecast exhibits a high
correlation with that of the Canadian Impact Study; thus, it is presumed to
accommodate Canadian spending.

u.s.

Census figures.

!:P~o~p.\!u.!.l!!a.!<t.!.io!!n!!..L'_..JE~m!!JP~l~o>!.yml!!!le'O!n",t,--,an~do!..--,H~o~us~e<!.h~o!..!l~d!:!s
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IV.

GOAL STATEMENTS

The following goals provide the general direction for making land use
decisions in the Subarea and Whatcom County as a whole. They were developed
and adopted by the Planning Commission and County Council in July 1979.
A.

B.

C.

Regional Design Goals:
1.

Future urban development should occur within or immediately
adjacent to existing urban areas in order to eliminate sprawl and
strip development, assure the prOV1S10n of an adequate range of
urban services, conserve agricultural and forestry lands, optimize
investments in public services and conserve energy resources.

2.

Future development
in rural
areas should be low density,
existing
rural
character,
contribute
complement
to
the
conservation of agricultural and forest land, and not result in
demands for urban-level services.

Growth Management Goals:
1.

To promote a conscientious program designed to plan, guide and
influence the appropriate location, tiaing, intensity, type and
servicing of diverse land use patterns.

2.

To determine the required amounts of land anticipated to be
utilized within the planning period (15 years) while retaining
options for future land use decisions beyond the planning period.

3.

To encourage a predictable pattern of urban and rural development
which utilizes previously cam.itted land areas and existing
facility investments before caa.itting new areas for development.

4.

To ensure that a beneficial balance exists between the supply and
To encourage the cooperation among
demand for public services.
municipalities, special
districts, and
associations in the
planning and prOV1S10n of public services. To discourage the
proliferation of unnecessary special purpose districts.

5.

To develop a concise, equitable, and practical set of land use
regulations intended
to implement
the goals, policies and
proposals of the County Comprehensive Plan in a timely and orderly
fashion.

Land Use Goals:

1.

To conserve the agricultural and forest lands of Whatcom County
for the continued production of food, forage and timber crops
while promoting the expansion and stability of the county's
agricultural and forestry economies.'

2.

Urban residential development should be planned in areas that can
be economically and efficiently served with existing or planned
services, optimize energy use, function as integral neighborhood
units, and can environmentally support intensive land uses.
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D.

E.

3.

Adequate community and neighborhood commercial facilities should
be encouraged in appropriate locations while avoiding incompatible
land uses and the proliferation of unnecessary new commercial
areas.

4.

To encourage a balanced and diversified economy in order to assure
desirable local employment opportunities, and to strengthen and
stabilize the tax base.
To accommodate anticipated economic
development in an environmentally responsible manner with due
consideration for public cost, energy availability, land use
compatibility and transportation accessibility.

5.

To promote the availability of economical and attractive housing
for all income, age and ethnic groups, while also enhancing the
integrity and identity of existing communities.

6.

To promote a functional, coordinated and multi-mode transportation
system which provides for the safe and efficient movement of
people and goods, avoids undesirable environmental impacts, and
optimizes public investments and the conservation of energy
resources.

7.

Adequate facilities and services which provide diverse education,
recreation,
cultural
and
social
opportunities
should be
encouraged.

Cultural and Natural Resources:
1.

To identify and manage environmentally sensitive areas in such a
manner as to prevent destruction of the resource base and reduce
potential losses to property and human life.

2.

To continue the identification of cultural and natural resources
and formulate viable methods to preserve and conserve such
resources in recognition of their irreplaceable character.

3.

To promote a park and recreation system which is integrated with
existing and planned land use patterns, and is diverse, abundant
and assures maximum public access and usage.

Citizen Involvement and Intergovernmental Coordination:
1.

To assure
opportunity for citizens to be involved in the
formulation of land use goals, policies and proposals, and to
provide a structure for citizen participation in the planning
program of federal, state, regional and local agencies.

2.

To participate in intergovernmental coordination with federal,
state, provincial, regional and local agencies, to develop a
coordinated approach to problems which transcend 10caI government
bodies and
to create
an environment for the exchange of
information and technical assistance.
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V.

RATIONALE & LOCATIONAL CRITERIA FOR LAND USE DESIGNATIONS
The comprehensive land use map, together with the policies, designates the
most appropriate locations for the various land use patterns of the Subarea.
The land use designations as illustrated on the Comprehensive Plan Land Use
Map represent the most appropriate uses of land in the Subarea for the
planning period.
These designations have been developed as a means of
addressing or resolving particular land use issues. To be consistent in the
application of the designations, as well as to avoid confusion about how the
land use map was drawn, the following rationale and locational criteria for
each land use designation is set forth.
A.

URBAN RESERVE

Rationale:
It is a well established fact in the western U. S. that urban areas have
traditionally responded to growth pressures by adhering to policies of
outward expansion. As long as this trend continues, there will be an almost
constant demand for land, the most fundamental of all urban resources.
Although outward urban expansion is accepted as a common city planning
practice, problems have typically arisen when potential urban lands have
been committed to long-term "nonurban" uses. Primarily caused by the lack
of written public policy among governmental jurisdictions, this situation
has resulted in uncoordinated and costly service systems, inefficient
transportation networks, and unmanageable land use patterns.
As a means of curbing this situation that is currently developing in the
urban "fringe
areas" of the county, the revised Comprehensive Plan
establishes the URBAN RESERVE land use designation.
The rationale
underlying the designation is to reserve certain land in the fringe areas of
cities for future urban purposes and encourage interim uses that are
complementary and compatible with future urban densities and service levels.
When urban services are eventually provided to this area, land use densities
shall increase and result in an orderly, economic and expeditious transition
from rural to urban land use patterns. Thus, the URBAN RESERVE designation
is defined as those areas adjacent to municipal boundaries which may be
urbanized at such time that a full range of urban services (sewer, water,
fire and police) can be efficiently provided. In addition, land proposed
for annexation to an adjacent municipality shall be evaluated by the
Boundary Review Board pursuant to HeW 36.93.170.
Locational Criteria:
The criteria to be utilized for
designation includes the following:

the

application

of the URBAN RESERVE

1.

Land areas adjacent to the City of Ferndale that are of sufficient
size
to
adequately
accommodate the projected demands for
residential, commercial, industrial, transportation and public
land uses for a ten- to fifteen-year time frame.

2.

Land areas where a range of urban level services, i.e. sewer,
water, fire and police protection, and parks and recreation,
presently exist or can be economically and efficiently expanded in
the near future.
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B.

3.

Areas that contain.an adequate supply of vacant urbanizable land
to avoid the artificial inflation of land values.

4.

The boundaries of the URBAN RESERVE designation should:
a.

be well defined, logical, provide a physical "sense of
cODDDunity", and be capable of being expanded to accoDDDodate
additional urban growth as the need arises; and

b.

acknowledge existing and potential land use densities as to
their urban or rural character.
Urban land use densities
should be included within the urban service areas; whereas,
rural land use densities may be grounds for excluding such
areas.

RESIDENTIAL RURAL

Rationale:
Not all citizens desire to live in concentrated urban areas but instead
desire a setting of less density. This lJetting cODDDonly implies that urban
level services are not available, roadway traffic is minimal and that the
natural landscape is visually different than urban areas. However, citizens
desirous of such an environmental setting usually rely on urban amenities
and are not solely self-sufficient. The RESIDENTIAL RURAL designation then
is intended to provide the opportunity of a nonurban living experience while
minimizing public service costs.
Locational Criteria:
The RESIDENTIAL RURAL land use designation should be applied to land areas
where past
public cODDDitments
have been made for moderately dense
residential, public and commercial uses; where a full range of urban level
services are not planned; and where capital improvements to existing
roadways are only maintenance oriented.

C.

RURAL

Rationale:
Certain lands of the county may be considered to be in transition between
previous full-time
agricultural or
forestry activities, and current
residential and/or industrial uses.
The present land use pattern is
characterized by part- to full-time farming or forestry and low density
residential activity. This type of landscape can be considered as "rural,"
an area containing a combination of pastureland, cropland, woodlots and
dispersed settlement land use patterns.
Dispersed settlement patterns are perhaps caused by the absence of past and
future public commitments concerning the provision of sewer, water and
roadway improvements.
Additionally, physical conditions (soils, water or
topography) may have imposed constraints to development. These factors will
continue to affect land use trends during the planning period.
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These areas may also contain nonrenewable natural resources, such as soils
which contribute to agricultural productivity, or sand and gravel deposits
suitable for extraction.
The rural areas of Whatcom County offer alternative residential living
styles co~ared to that of the urban or moderately dense residential
setting. Employment alternatives also exist that are associated with partto full-time agriculture, forestry and home occupations. In addition, the
existing parcel sizes are sufficient to accommodate future land use
disposition, beyond the planning period, as agricultural, industrial or
moderate density residential areas.
Thus, the RURAL designation is important in the Subarea Plan in that it
provides flexibility concerning low density residential, forestry and
agricultural land uses while retaining future private and public options
pertaining to land management.
Locational Criteria:
To define those locales where the RURAL designation may be applicable,
criteria concerning "rural" character,
social
factors
and physical
conditions are employed.
To be designated as RURAL, a majority of the
criteria must pertain.
"Rural" character is defined by dwelling unit density, average parcel size
and land use history. Dwelling unit density should be less than or equal to
one (1) dwelling unit per five (5) acres and average parcel size should be
greater than or equal to five (5) acres. Land use history should indicate a
blend of part- and full-time agriculture, forestry and
low density
residential activities.
Social factors relate to public expenditures for sewer, water and roadway
provision. During the planning period, such areas have not been designated
for city or county provision of sewer and water.
Likewise, public
expenditures for construction of or improvements to roadway systems have not
been planned.
Physical conditions relate to developmental constraints or future access to
nonrenewable natural resources. Developmental constraints pertain to soils
and water.
For example, soils which contribute to seasonally high water
tables or have'very slow pe~ability rates say impact efficient septic tank
operation.
Excessive depths to the regional water tsble, undependable
surface water sources and areas of groundwater (aquifer) recharge may limit
both agricultural and residential opportunities. '
Future access and utilization options pertain to nonrenewable natural
resources such as soil types and geological units. Such areas may contain a
majority of soils designated as Farmlands of Statewide Importance (soils
which may contribute to agricultural productivity) or geological units
composed of sand and gravel which are suitable for extraction (Bellingham
Glaciomarine Drift, Sumas Outwash or Terrace Deposits).
Thus, the RURAL Locational Criteria are intended to define areas of multiple
land use
suitability (agriculture, forestry, m1nmg and low density
residential) as contrasted with those areas where a single land use may be
appropriate.
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D.

AGRICULTURAL

Rationale:
The AGRICULTURAL land use designation is necessary to identify areas
suitable for the practice of commercial agriculture. Commercial agriculture
is a significant industry in Whatcom County and potentially more significant
as indicated by the currently estimated farm gate income of $76 million
dollars. Related industries add perhaps another $100 million dollars to the
economy as a direct result of agricultural production.
As significant as
agriculture is to the local economy of the county, agricultural lands are
often used for other purposes, namely urban uses.
Urban encroachment can
raise the assessed valuation, resulting in higher property taxes for the
farmer. Premature urban development frequently forces the farmer to sell
agricultural lands for urban purposes.
This situation is especially
pronounced in the "Urban Fringe" areas of cities, the area where urban
growth pressures are most evident.
However, the rapid rate of farmland
conversion nationwide is being recognized at the federal, state and local
levels of government.
Increasingly, communities across the nation are
taking steps to inventory farmlands and devise techniques to preserve
farmland with the assistance and cooperation of the landowner/farmer.
As a means of addressing this emerging issue, the revised Comprehensive Plan
establishes the AGRICULTURAL designation, the rationale of which is to
promote agriculture by retaining lands suitable for commercial agricultural
pursuits.

Locational Criteria:
Physical and cultural characteristics are employed to designate areas for
commercial agricultural operations.
The criteria are requirements for the
AGRICULTURAL designation and it is intended that when in evidence, the area
shall be designated as AGRICULTURAL. Physical characteristics include land
classified as "Prime Farmland" by the Soil Conservation Service and
Cooperative Ilxtension Service and land defined as "Farmlands of Statewide
Importance" by the soil Conservation Service.
Cultural characteristics
include areas: where the predominant land uses are full- of part-time
agricultural operations, including silviculture, and it is evident that no
commitment to nonfarm uses other than dwelling units has been made; where
urban services, i. e. sewer and water, are not planned; where the land use
history indicates faraing has been a viable land use or a potentially viable
use; and where there is a pattern of capital investment in agricultural
operations.
Il.

PUBLIC

Rationale:
This designation recognizes those parcels and facilities curr.ently in or
planned for public ownership where the primary·function is to provide public
services.
The intent of this designation is to assure continuation and
potential expansion of acreages,
facilities and
services at levels
consistent with population requirements and effected in a manner that is
compatible with surrounding land uses.
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Locational Criteria:
To identify those areas appropriate
following criteria are employed:

F.

for

the

PUBLIC

designation,

the

1.

Parcels are currently owned or considered for ownership by public
agencies such as the Federal Government, State of Washington,
Whatcom County, city properties situated outside of municipal
boundaries, and independent jurisdictions (Port of Bellingham and
Public Utility District #1); and

2.

the primary function of parcel ownership is to provide public
services, i.e. recreation, education, utilities, communication,
transportation (not including roadways), solid waste disposal and
health care.

LIGHT INDUSTRIAL PARK

Rationale:
Currently, manufacturing assumes a significant role in the county's economy,
and this role is anticipated to continue in the future. It is incumbent
upon the county to provide a reasonable supply of land for uses ancillary to
the heavy impact industrial area, as well as other manufacturing and
One form of industrial land use is
commercial sectors of the economy.
characterized by the light industrial park.
A light industrial park is generally a pre-planned site, owned and managed
in common where a variety of light industrial uses occur that negligibly
impact surrounding
areas.
Uses primarily
relate to distribution,
fabrication and storage functions -that optimize transportation access.
Light industrial parks offer economic advantages in that auxiliary functions
are shared for uses such as internal roadways, landscape maintenance,
security and power, sewer and water utilities, resulting in minimized cost
duplication for participating industrial interests.
The underlying rationale of the LIGHT INDUSTRIAL PARK designation is to
supply a reasonable amount of land for anticipated light industrial and
related uses that will optimize transportation
access, proximity to
industrial and urban areas, and compatibility with adjacent land uses while
expediting efficient public and private expenditures.
Currently, services
may not be present; however, it is anticipated that these requisite factors
will be available in the future to foster development and augment the
county's ecoD<3Iic base.
Locational Criteria:
Physical, transportatioD, land use suitability and cultural factors may be
analyzed to determine appropriate locations for LIGHT INDUSTRIAL PARKS.
Physical factors consist of generally level terrain and soils having good
drainage and bearing capacity.
Transportation factors apply to the
availability of direct rail and major arterial and/or freeway access.
Land use suitability pertains to parcels generally ranging from 40 to
320 acres in size that are currently void of potentially incompatible uses.
Cultural factors are applicable to those areas where public sewer and water
20
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services exist or are planned, and where a three mile commuting distance
from population centers of greater than 1,000 people pertains.
G.

HEAVY IMPACT INDUSTRY

Rationale:
In 1954 the Mobil Oil Company constructed an oil refinery at Cherry Point in
Whatcom County. That refinery was followed in 1966 by Intalco Aluminum, and
in 1971 by another oil refinery constructed by the Atlantic Richfield
Company (ARGO). Together these companies employ approximately 1,800 workers
and represent a significant part of the local economic base for the
manufacture of durable and nondurable goods.
The selection of the Cherry Point site by these companies was indicative of
a trend by industry, over the last several decades, to relocate away from
cities. Recognizing the requirements of modern industry and the commitment
to water-dependent industry at Cherry Point, Whatcom County designated
approximately 6,000 acres for heavy industry.
In designating a large land area for industrial uses at Cherry Point,
Whatcom County has acknowledged a commitment to provide a supply of vacant
land· capable of development, to meet the demand for heavy manufacturing uses
that are anticipated for the planning period. Additionally, Whatcom County
is promoting a diversified economy to assure local employment opportunities
and to strengthen the tax base.
Locational Criteria:
Two sets of locational criteria are utilized to designate areas for
industrial operations: the physical environmental setting and man-made
components of the environment.
Any area under study for the applicable
designation of HEAVY IMPACT INDUSTRIAL should be sufficiently large, flat,
well-drained and have good land bearing qualities. Man-made components
should
include
industrial
rail
service,
good
access
for truck
transportation, an adequate supply of labor, utilities, and a site which is
relatively isolated from less intensive land uses. Moreover, the industrial
area should be within a reasonable commuting distance of available housing.
Unique features such as deepwater access for ocean going shipping should
also be considered in site selection.
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VI.

POLICIES
Introduction
The policy section of the plan provides the basis to guide and influence the
appropriate location, type, intensity, timing and servicing of land use
patterns within the Subarea. The policies have been developed in accordance
with the county's planning process and are intended to respond to the myriad
of issues identified by the public and private sectors of the county.
Whereas the goal statements indicate "where we are going" with respect to
future land use decisions, the policies serve as statements of "how we get
there."
Thus, the policies can be viewed as specific courses of action
intended to move toward the attainment of the County Goal Statements.
The following policies address the various land use designations illustrated
on the Comprehensive Plan Land Use Map, community facility and utilities,
environmental features and transportation.
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A.

URBAN RESERVE

Intent Statement
The primary purpose of the URBAN RESERVE policy is to promote an orderly
transition from rural land uses and densities to urban uses and densities, while
moving toward the attainment of the Regional Design Goal with respect to future
urban development.
In addition, the policy intends to encourage the responsible
growth of urban areas by assuring that an adequate range of urban services
(sewer, water, fire and police protection) are available to support urban level
densities.
When such services are available, development should occur in
neighborhood units
which have appropriate levels of densities, uses and
circulation networks.
To facilitate future urban growth, the URBAN RESERVE policy is intended to
discourage the establishment of interim uses and subdivision patterns which may
foreclose significant future alternatives pertaining to urban densities and the
efficient provision of services. Moreover, this policy is intended to maintain,
prior to the approval of an accepted site specific plan for the implementation of
services, the low density character of the area and to allow reasonable uses of
property by permitting
compatible
residential,
recreational, commercial,
industrial and agricultural land uses. Finally, the designation and application
of the URBAN RESERVE policy is intended to accomplish the following objectives:
1.

To reduce urbanization and encroachment pressures on lands
suitable to intensive agricultural or forestry operations.

2.

To stabilize land speculation and the artificial inflation of land values in
the "urban fringe" by designating an adequate amount of land for urban
growth and uses during the planning period.

3.

To provide land owners with a reasonable expectation of future municipal and
county land use policies.

4.

To reduce inequitable
urbanizing areas.

5.

To conserve energy resources by reducing unnecessary travel between living,
shopping and work places.

6.

To encourage .the conservation of natural resources and environmentally
sensitive areas, both within and outside of the area designated as URBAN
RESERVE.

taxing

structures

on

nonurban

land

that are most

located near

Policy Statement
1.01 It is herein the policy of Whatcom County to recognize the City of Ferndale
as the primary urban service authority for lands surrounding its current
municipal boundaries. To facilitate the future urbanization 'of certain
lands lying within the 1972 Ferndale Service Area, Whatcom County does
hereby designate such lands as URBAN RESERVE on the Comprehensive Plan Land
The boundaries of the URBAN RESERVE designation have been
Use Map.
delineated in conformance with the Locational Criteria, as set forth in the
previous section. The predominant land use pattern within the URBAN RESERVE
area shall be residential and related forms, including neighborhood parks.
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Secondary land uses shall include commercial
functions, as provided in Policies 1.08 and 1.09.

and

light

manufacturing

1.02 Within the area designated as URBAN RESERVE, the future land use patterns
are intended to be urban. Similarly, the level of services should be urban
in nature. Thus, future urban development shall be provided with public
sewer and water, fire and police protection, and standard transportation and
drainage systems. If services are provided by the City of Ferndale, service
levels shall be consistent with appropriate city standards and policies.
If, however, Whatcom County is designated in the future as a viable service
entity, the
Whatcom County Comprehensive Sewer and Water Plan, and
Engineering Design Standards and Specifications shall be amended to define
the precise urban level standards to be applied.
1.03 It is the policy of Whatcom County to encourage the placement and/or
extension of sewer and water lines in a manner that is contiguous to
existing development(s).
Such phased line placement is intended to
discourage the occurrence of "leapfrog" development
within the area
designated as URBAN RESERVE.
1.04 To move toward the implementation of the county's urban residential land use
goal and to further the intent of the URBAN RESERVE land use designation, it
is the policy of Whatcom County to participate with the City of Ferndale in
the designation and planning of future urban neighborhoods.
These
neighborhoods
should
be based
on the following commonly accepted
criteria: sufficient size,
utilization
of man-made
and/or natural
boundaries (roads, railroad tracks, rivers and topography); the manageable
and efficient provision of sewer, water and transportation services; and an
available supply
of vacant developable land.
The components of a
neighborhood should include the following: an elementary
school, if
necessary;
recreational
facilities,
including
neighborhood
parks;
neighborhood commercial uses; a variety of residential structures and uses,
including mobile homes; and efficient pedestrian and vehicular circulation
networks.
1.05 To reserve residential lands, within the URBAN RESERVE area for the eventual
conversion to urban densities, it is the policy of Whatcom County to
establish a land use density that shall not exceed one (1) dwelling unit per
five (5) acres in size.
To implement this policy, Whatcom County shall
amend its Interim Zoning Map from Suburban District - Three (3) Families Per
. Acre, Suburban Farm One Acre and General Protection to the Urban Residential
zoning district.
1.06 At such tt.e that urban level services (sewer and water) can be provided to
a designated neighborhood area, Section .251 of the Urban Residential zoning
district shall be applicable.
Pursuant to Section .301 and applicable to
the immediate area of sewer and water line service, the allowable lot size
shall be decreased from five (5) acres to 12,000 square feet per residential
dwelling unit.
However, if certain lands situated within the designated
neighborhood are annexed to the City
of Ferndale,
the appropriate
residential zone of the city shall be utilized, as determined by the City of
Ferndale.
1.07 Lands within the Urban Reserve area may, however, be developed prior to the
prOV1S10n of urban services from the City of Ferndale. Developments
proposed prior to the provision of such services shall be designed in such a
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manner as to be complementary to the eventual conversion to urban
patterns and logical transportation and service extensions.
To acc~,
this option, proposed developments shall (a) be designed as a cl~
subdivision; (b) adhere to a maximum density of one (1) dwelling unit ~
five (5) acres; (c) contain lot sizes consistent with Whatcom County Healt~
Board Rules and Regulations; (d) be planned in relationship to the city's
future neighborhood transportation network; (e) be compatible with the
city's planned sewer and water service corridors; and, (f) be harmonious
with the city's future annexation program.
1. 07.1

The cluster method of subdivision is defined as an alternative
method of creating building parcels that involves:
(a)

The concentration of spatially
bUilding lots while preserving
district; and

(b)

The retention of options for future uses and densities by
treating the land as both a commodity and a resource.

efficient and marketable
the intent of the land use

The density of the use district defines the number of
allowable dwelling units per land area but does not define
lot size.
Lot size is determined by the landowner and
Whatcom County Health Board Rules and Regulations concerning
soil percolation rates.
Land area not used for building
purposes is designated as "Reserve Tract" and should be used
for open space purposes until such time that sewer and water
services can be provided by the City of ferndale.
Upon the
provision of such services, said Reserve Tract will be
appropriate for residential densities consistent with the
City of ferndale.
1.08 The existing land use pattern in the Portal Way corridor, between Trigg Road
and 1-5, is a mixture of low density
residential, highway-oriented
commercial and agricultural land uses.
With the provision of urban
services, this area will realize a more intensive land use pattern in the
future.
To accommodate the transition to urban densities and uses, the
following policies are provided:
1. 08.1

To designate the Portal Way corridor
Plan Land Use Map.

as

URBAN RESERVE

on the

C~rehensive

1. 08. 2

To acknowledge the existence of the . general commercial land use
pattern situated between the Newkirk Road area southward to the
Interstate 5 overpass;
however, to discourage the northerly
expansion of commercial uses beyond the Newkirk Road area.

1. 08. 3

To contain the general commercial land use pattern in the Trigg,
Portal Way and Enterprise Road area and discourage the. northward
expansion along Enterprise Road and southward expansion along
Portal Way.

1.08.4

To implement
and 1.08.3,
applied.

the commercial nodes acknowledged in Policies 1.08.2
the General Commercial zoning district shall be

25

Repeal

~.

1IIl~

•
-I

I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I

1.08.5

With reference to future commercial developments occurring within
the nodes established in Policies 1.08.2 and 1.08.3, it is the
policy of Whatcom County to encourage the preservation of the
existing vegetative screen along 1-5 and Portal Way.

1.09 Locations exist within the area designated as URBAN RESERVE which may not be
readily incorporated into neighborhood units due to existing nonresidential
land uses. When urban service (sewer and water, and police and fire
protection) are
provided to
these locations,
both residential and
nonresidential land uses will intensify. To acknowledge these locations and
ensure compatibility between future urban uses, the following policies are
provided:
1.09.1

To implement the existing light industrial land use in the
Thornton Road and 1-5 area, the Light Impact Industrial zoning
district shall be applied.

1.09.2

To implement the existing commercial uses situated in a portion of
the area adjacent to Frontage Road and between West Smith and
Byers roads, the General Commercial zoning district shall be
utilized.

1.09.3

It is the policy of Whatcom County to require a
buffer for nonresidential land uses occurring
established in Policies 1.09.1 and 1.09.2. The
buffer is to minimize visual disturbances to
residential land uses and passing motorists.

site periphery
in the areas
purpose of the
both adjacent

1.10 At present, several productive agricultural or stable large lot residential
land use forms exist within the area designated as URBAN RESERVE. Because
of their well-established nature, it is conceivable that such areas may not
be converted to urban densities in the future.
As urbanization occurs on
the periphery of these areas, it is important to maintain their respective
character and stability while ensuring against detrimental impacts.
Thus,
the following
design standards
shall be applied to adjacent urban
development:
1.10.1

Residential subdivisions and other urban uses
shall buffer
themselves with adequate landscaping, screening or fencing to
prevent the encroachment of vehicles, pedestrians, animals and
nuisances onto less intensively utilized parcels.

1.10.2

Where practicable, subdivision and other urban uses shall be
designed in such a manner as to channel their activity sources
(vehicular and pedestrian networks) to the interior spaces of the
site.

1.11 As part of the effort to effectively manage urban growth, the City of
Ferndale has stated that a need exists to be constantly aware of land use,
service and transportation changes proposed within the Cherry Point-Ferndale
Subarea.
So that the city may be aware of major Subarea activities which
may affect its best interests, the following policies are provided:
1.11.1

It is herein the joint policy of the city and
the Cherry Point-Ferndale Subarea as the
Influence Area."
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1.11.2

To further a joint exchange of information, Whatcom County shall
send copies of applications of major land use, transportation and
service entity activities proposed within the Subarea to the City
of Ferndale within fifteen (15) days of application receipt by the
county.

1.11.3

The City of Ferndale shall send copies of future proposals
concerning the expansion of the 1972 Ferndale Service Area
boundary to the Whatcom County Planning Department.
The purpose
of such
referral is to afford the county's input in the
delineation of the boundary, as well as any related Comprehensive
Plan and zone district changes.

1.12 While it is not anticipated that adjustments to the URBAN RESERVE land use
designation will be necessary within the planning period, unexpected
population growth of the Subarea may result in a need to expand the area
designated as URBAN RESERVE. If such need exists, the Comprehensive Plan
should be amended consistent with the Amendment Criteria Section to include
additional urbanizable land commensurate with the demand.
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B.

RESIDENTIAL RURAL POLICY

Intent Statement
The primary intent of the RESIDENTIAL RURAL designation is to provide an
opportunity for
citizens to
live in a nonurban residential environment
characterized by low density residential settlements which are integrated with
agricultural and woodlot land use forms.
In addition, this designation is
intended to acknowledge existing low density residential land use patterns in
which a full range of services (sewer and water) are not currently planned;
however, realizing that provision of these services and concomitant densities may
be considered as a future option.
As a means of efficiently utilizing land,
maintaining the present low density residential character and retaining future
options regarding increased densities and service provision, it is the intent of
the RESIDENTIAL RURAL designation to provide for the option to the applicant of
"clustering" in the design of new subdivision proposals.
Policy Statement
1.01 Recognizing the past public commitments that have been made for low density
residential and related uses, it is the policy of Whatcom County to
designate the area commonly known as North Bellingham as RESIDENTIAL RURAL
and depict it as such on the Comprehensive Plan Land Use Map.
1.02 Within the area designated as RESIDENTIAL RURAL, typical uses shall include
single-family attached and detached dwellings, preferably in a "cluster"
formation; public parks and recreation facilities; agriculture and related
uses; home occupations; and neighborhood grocery stores.
1. 03 Whatcom County
shall implement the RESIDENTIAL RURAL designation by
application of a Residential Rural zoning district, in which the overall
density of development shall not exceed one (1) dwelling unit per acre,
unless Ferndale water is available, in which case the overall density of
development may be increased to not more than two (2) dwelling units per
acre. The purpose of this zoning district is to maintain the low density
residential character of the area, retain future public and private options
with respect to land use density and service requirements, and to provide to
the applicant the option of "clustering" in the design of new subdivisions;
thus promoting economical lot design, energy conservation and a reduction in
development costs.
1.04 Within the
residential
policies:

Residential Rural zoning district, new land subdivision for
purposes shall be designed consistent with the following

1.04.1

The overall density of development pertinent to the original
parcel of record shall not exceed one (1) dwelling per acre,
unless Ferndale water is available, in which case the overall
density of development may be increased to not more than two (2)
dwelling units per acre.

1. 04. 2

To minimize encroachments (ingress and egress) along existing
county roads, subdivision design shall be discouraged from forming
lineal residential patterns adjacent to said roads.
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1. 04. 3

When practicable, structures on open landscapes should be sited
and designed to m1n1m1ze disruption of views from adjacent
properties and public roadways. In addition, it is preferred that
residential structures be placed at the perimeter of fields or
within existing wooded areas.

1.04.4

When a
"cluster" subdivision is situated adjacent to less
intensive land use designations (AGRICULTURAL or RURAL), the
subdivision shall be buffered at the site periphery to prevent the
encroachment of vehicles, pedestrians, animals and nuisances onto
other less intensively utilized areas.

I
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C.

RURAL POLICY

Intent Statement
The primary purpose of the RURAL policy is to provide areas of multiple use
suitability; such as agriculture, forestry, mining, low density residential and
home occupations.
The multiple use potential of RURAL areas may be contrasted
with those of other areas within which past commitments (for example, residential
subdivisions) or resource availability, such as agricultural soils or timber
stands, have dictated single land use suitability.
additional purpose of the policy is to move toward attainment of the Regional
Design Goal with respect to future rural development in which residential density
should be low, not result in a demand for urban services (sewer and water),
conserve agricultural and forest lands, and complement the existing "rural"
character. The "rural" character may be defined as an area where there is a
mixture of pastureland, cropland, woodlots and dispersed settlement land forms.

An

The RURAL policy is also intended to acknowledge physical and cultural factors
which currently are and, during the planning period, will continue to be
limitations to higher densities.
Physical factors relate to soil percolation
rates, depth to groundwater level and steep topography; whereas, cultural factors
pertain to the absence of sewer, water and circulation networks. Moreover, this
policy intends to conserve environmentally fragile areas and retain future access
options with respect to nonrenewable natural resources (sand and gravel suitable
for extraction and soils which may contribute to agricultural productivity).
To encourage the multiple land use potential, retain the "rural" character of the
area, acknowledge factors which may present limitations to higher densities, and
retain future options with respect to land use decisions and natural resource
utilization, it is the intent of the RURAL policy to provide for the option to
the applicant of "clustering" in the design of new subdivisions.
Policy Statement
1.01 It is herein the policy of What com County to designate those portions of the
Cherry Point-Ferndale Subarea which are consistent with the Rural Locational
Criteria as RURAL and depict them as such on the Comprehensive Plan Land Use
Map.
Principle uses of the RURAL policy shall include part- or full-time
agriculture and forestry, as well as low density
residential uses.
Secondary uses shall include home occupations, utilities and aggregate
extraction.
1. 02 To

impl_nt this policy, the existing Rural, Rural Farm and Select
Industrial Reserve land use designations, as applicable to the central,
northwestern and southeastern portions of the Subarea, shall be repealed and
amended to RURAL, consistent with the policies state herein.

1.03 The Rural land use designation shall be implemented through thff use of the
Rural zone district which allows a maximum land use density of one (1)
dwelling unit per five (5) acres and one (1) dwelling unit per ten (10)
acres.
Pursuant to Policy 1.04, this district shall also contain a
provision for a "cluster option" of subdivision design.
1.04 Within the Rural zone district, a clustering option shall be provided to the
applicant for new land subdivisions.
The purpose of this option is to
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provide economic flexibility to the individual property owner, promote
design,
conserve
nonrenewable
natural
resources and
economic lot
environmentally fragile areas, retain future options with respect to land
use decisions, and maintain the low density "rural" character of the area.
When applying the "clustering option," the appropriate zone classification,
as established in the zoning ordinance, shall be utilized to establish the
overall density of the original parcel of record. For example, a forty acre
parcel situated within a Rural Five Acre (R5A) zone classification could
have a maximum of eight building lots with the minimum lot size governed by
the zone classification's setback requirements and by the Whatcom County
Health Department approval for individual on-site septic disposal systems.
In addition, new land subdivisions for residential purposes shall be
designed consistent with the following policies:
1. 04.1

To m1n1m1ze encroachments (ingress and egress) along existing
county roads, subdivision design shall be discouraged from forming
lineal residential patterns adjacent to said roads.

1.04.2

When practicable, structures on open landscapes should be sited
and designed to m1n1m1ze disruptions of views from adjacent
properties and public roadways. In addition, it is preferred that
residential structures be placed at the perimeter of fields or
within existing wooded areas.

1.04.3

When a
"cluster" subdivision is situated adjacent to less
intensive
uses
(agriculture,
forestry
or
large
parcel
residential), the subdivision shall be buffered at the site
periphery to prevent the encroachment of vehicles, pedestrians,
animals and nuisances onto less intensively utilized parcels.

1.05 The cluster

method of subdivision is defined as
creating building parcels that involves:

an alternative method of

(a)

the concentration of spatially efficient and marketable building lots
while preserving the intent of the land use district; and

(b)

the retention of options for future uses and densities by treating the
land as both a commodity and a resource.

The density of the use district defines the number of allowable dwelling
units per land area but does not define lot size. Lot size is determined by
the land ONDer and Whatcom County Health Board Rules and Regulations
concerning Boil percolation rates. Land area not used for building purposes
is desigDated as a "reserve tract" and should be used for agriculture,
forestry, open space or future subdivision at such time as the plan is
amended. The Official Whatcom County Zoning Ordinance describes the density
for various use districts where the cluster method can be utilized, the
criteria to be used in designing building lots and the provisions of the
reserve tract.
.
the policy of Whatcom County to encourage property owners to conserve
Prime Farmlands, Farmlands of Statewide Importance and forested areas by
utilizing RCW 84.34.

1.06 It is
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1.07 In acknowledgement of the Light Industrial Park designation at 1-5 and
Grandview Road, the Heavy Impact Industrial designation at Cherry Point and
the extensive vehicular usage of the 1-5 corridor, it is the policy of
Whatcom County to permit an area not to exceed twenty-five (25) acres in
each of
the northeast and southeast quadrants of the Grandview/I-5
interchange to be used for general commercial uses under the General
Commercial zoning district, including a commercial truck service facility.
Accessory uses associated with a "truck stop" facility should include truck
fueling, repair
and storage facilities, and overnight accommodations
including restaurant facilities.
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D.

AGRICULTURAL POLICY

Intent Statement
The purpose of the AGRICULTURAL designation is to maintain and encourage the
conservation of agricultural lands in Whatcom County.
Moreover, specific
delineation of AGRICULTURAL areas implicitly directs nonagricultural land uses to
rural or urban areas, and thus, minimizes conflicts between agricultural and
nonagricultural uses. Furthermore, both the private and public sectors will
retain options for future land use decisions.
Additional intents of the
AGRICULTURAL designation include maintaining natural systems and processes;
conserving energy, in that less energy is required to farm the most fertile
agricultural lands; sustaining specialty crops, such as strawberries, raspberries
and blueberries; and moving toward attainment of the Whatcom County Goal
Statements pertaining to the conservation of agricultural lands.
Policy Statement
1.01 Large contiguous areas of the county shall be designated exclusively for
agriculture. All areas that are consistent with the Agricultural Locational
Criteria should be designated as AGRICULTURAL, recognizing that this
criteria may be augmented by additional information related to changes in
technological, economic and physical conditions.
Typical AGRICULTURAL uses
include the cultivation, management and harvest of field, shrub, vine,
greenhouse, orchard and forest crops; dairying, livestock raising and small
animal husbandry; beekeeping and mushroom raising.
Land designated as
AGRICULTURAL shall be encouraged to continue in such uses and shall be
protected
from
external
factors
which
may
cause
conversion to
nonagricultural uses.
1.02 To implement the AGRICULTURAL designation, the Comprehensive Plan Map shall
be amended from Rural and Rural Farm to AGRICULTURAL in the Nooksack River
floodplain and certain areas directly west thereof, and in the area of West
Wiser Lake and West Pole Roads.
1.03 Zoning implementation of the AGRICULTURAL land use designation shall be
accomplished by application of an Agriculture District.
Minimum parcel
sizes shall be determined as follows:
1. 03.1

When the parcel is to be utilized for
minimum parcel size shall be determined
the acreage
required to sustain an
agricultural operation.

agricultural purposes, a
that is consistent with
economic and intensive

1. 03. 2

When the parcel is to be utilized for nonagricultural purposes,
the minimum parcel size shall be forty (40) acres.

1.04 Residential
subdivisions
and
nonagricultural related uses
discouraged from locating within designated AGRICULTURAL areas.

shall

be

of "special district" plans and capital improvement
programs shall not result in detrimental impacts to the AGRICULTURAL lands
of Whatcom County.

1.05 The implementation
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1.06 It shall be the policy of Whatcom County to encourage the retention of small
family farms by supporting direct marketing programs for the Whatcom County
farming community.
1.07 It shall be the policy of Whatcom County to encourage
community to utilize the tax benefits of RCW 84.34.

the agricultural

1.08 To promote the conservation of agricultural lands and the economic stability
thereof, it shall be the policy of Whatcom County to coordinate and
participate in programs with the Agricultural Extension Service, Soil
Conservation Service and other agricultural organizations.
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E.

PUBLIC POLICY

Intent Statement
Pertinent to existing or contemplated parcels in public ownership, the intent of
the following policies is to implement the Goal Statements that relate to public
facilities and services, and ensure the continued public provision of a variety
of services, commensurate with population levels and requirements. Furthermore,
these policies are intended to optimize
public investments
and promote
compatibility between public functions and surrounding land uses.
Policy Statement
1.01 It is the policy of Whatcom County to identify those geographical locations
currently in or considered for public ownership and/or management, where the
primary function is the provision of public services. These areas shall be
designated PUBLIC on the Comprehensive Plan Land Use Map.
Uses typical of
the designation are facilities and services related to the provision of
recreation, education, utilities, communications, transportation, solid
waste disposal and health care.
1.02 To implement PUBLIC policies with the Cherry Point-Ferndale Subarea, the
following functions shall be designated as PUBLIC: State, city and countyowned parks and wildlife reserves, libraries, schools, fire stations,
cemeteries, nursing homes, water and sewerage treatment facilities, road
maintenance facilities, and federally owned substations and transmission
line corridors. As each public agency obtains parcels, the Whatcom County
Comprehensive Plan Map shall be amended, consistent with the amendment
criteria.
1.03 Zoning of the PUBLIC designation shall be accomplished by:
1.03.1

Application

of

a

Recreation

and

Open

Space

zone

to

public

recreation areas;

1.03.2

Designating all other public functions to be used by right or
condition within all zoning districts of Whatcom County.

1.04 Pursuant to the Inter-Local Cooperation Act (ReW 39.34), it is the policy of
Whatcom County to encourage public agencies to prepare and adopt long-range
plans which address future land, facility and service requirements; the
objective of which is to coordinate public and private activities, as well
as to miniaize potential future conflict regarding plan implementation.
1.05 It is the policy of Whatcom County to cooperate and coordinate with the
Whatcom County Parks Department to integrate existing park plans into a
Recreation and Open Space Element that will augment the Whatcom County
Comprehensive Plan.
In addition, the Whatcom County Parks Department shall
be encouraged to participate in neighborhood park planning within the areas
designated as URBAN RESERVE and RESIDENTIAL RURAL on the Comprehensive Plan
Land Use Map.
1.06 It is the policy of Whatcom County to encourage public agencies to attain
those parcels which benefit the continued operation of their functions.
Whenever practicable, joint agreements between agencies shall be encouraged
to expedite efficient public expenditure.
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1.07 Whenever practicable, it is the policy of Whatcom County to encourage multipurpose use of public lands, facilities and services.
1.08 It is the policy of Whatcom County to minimize visual and functional impacts
of PUBLIC land uses through utilization of aesthetic site design which is
compatible with the character of the surrounding area.

36

Repeal
F.

LIGHT INDUSTRIAL PARK POLICY

Intent Statement
The intent of the LIGHT INDUSTRIAL PARK designation is to implement the County
Goal Statements
which relate
to a balanced and diversified economy by
acknowledging those locations where transportation access and other light
industrial siting requirements may be optimized.
Furthermore, it is intended
that development of Light Industrial Park sites will be contingent upon the
statutorily required governmental agencies approval of sewer and water services;
and that said sites employ aesthetic site design to maximize visual appearance
and compatibility with surrounding land uses and general area character. In
addition, the policy intends to encourage the overall master planning of Light
Industrial Park sites.
Policy Statement
1.01 Consistent with the Locational Criteria and Policy Intent Statement of the
LIGHT INDUSTRIAL PARK designation, it is herein the policy of Whatcom County
to designate
the following
areas as LIGHT INDUSTRIAL PARK on the
Comprehensive Land Use Map: (1) the area situated west of the freeway, in
the proximity of Grandview and Church roads and Portal Way; and (2) certain
portions of the area situated south of Terrell Creek and bounded by the
Kickerville, Grandview and Saftsen roads.
1.02 Land uses associated with the LIGHT INDUSTRIAL PARK designation should have
negligible off-site impacts as provided in the zoning ordinance and may
include other general services to primarily accommodate the necessities of
site employees.
1.03 To implement the LIGHT INDUSTRIAL PARK designation, the county shall apply
the Light Impact Industrial zoning district, consistent with the policies
stated herein and which
will foster
compatibility with surrounding
nonindustrial land uses.
1.04 To attain compatibility with surrounding nonindustrial land uses and
character, it is the policy of Whatcom County to require LIGHT INDUSTRIAL
PARK users to employ aesthetic site design consisting of landscaping and
screening at the site periphery, as well as conservation of existing natural
features.
In addition, site design shall minimize encroachments (ingress
and egress) onto adjacent arterials and direct traffic away from residential
areas.
1.05 Design of LIGHT INDUSTRIAL PARK sites shall be encouraged to incorporate
overall master planning and the joint use of facilities common to individual
users, such as internal roadways and parking utilities, and railroad spurs.
Additionally, site design shall be encouraged to employ the best available
architectural design standards for structures, underground wiring and
unobtrusive signage, with the intent of causing said sites to become
aesthetic, as well as economic assets to Whatcom County.
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1.06 Development of LIGHT INDUSTRIAL PARK sites shall be contingent upon the
provision of a full range of services, including statutorily required
governmental agency's approval of sewer and water services, and police and
fire protection. When practicable, industries situated within such areas
shall be encouraged to cooperate in the construction and use of those
services common to their respective operations.
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G.

HEAVY IMPACT INDUSTRIAL

Intent Statement
The underlying purpose of the HEAVY IMPACT INDUSTRIAL designation is to supply
enough vacant land to meet the demand for heavy industrial manufacturing uses
which may be anticipated during the planning .period.
Additionally, it is the
purpose of this designation to define expected levels of industrial performance.
Moreover, it is the intent of this designation to provide the opportunity for
citizens of Whatcom County to endorse a diversified economic base; but, at the
same time, to maintain an acceptable balance between the interests of the private
sector and the impacts to the cultural aspects (employment, population, and the
physical, social and economic environment) of Whatcom County.
Policy Statement
1.01 In acknowledgement of the past commitments in the Cherry Point Industrial
Area, it is herein the policy of Whatcom County to designate the area
bounded by the Koehn, Grandview, Kickerville, Rainbow, Lake Terrell and
Slater roads as HEAVY IMPACT INDUSTRIAL. Implementation of this policy
shall be accomplished by amending the Comprehensive Plan Land Use Map to
HEAVY IMPACT INDUSTRIAL and by applying the Heavy Impact Industrial zone
district within the designated area.
1.02 It shall be the policy of Whatcom County to monitor the vacant industrial
property to assure a sufficient supply for the anticipated future demands.
1.03 It shall be the policy of Whatcom County to evaluate the short- and longrange impacts to existing public facility, utility and transportation
systems resulting from the proposed development of major industrial land
uses. If it is determined that major industrial development will cause
financial and physical impacts that exceed the scheduled capital improvement
programs of various systems, Wbatcom County shall request the industrial
users to financially participate in the marginal costs of upgrading such
systems.
1.04 It shall be the policy of Wbatcom County to encourage the monitoring of
pollution control and nuisance abatement technologies by the appropriate
governmental authority, such as the Northwest Air Pollution Authority, the
Department of Ecology and the Environmental Protection Agency. What com
County shall assure that industrial location and design will include
consideration of other pollutant sources and environmentally fragile areas
in the vicinity. The location, development and operation of industries
should be such as to minimize pollution of all forms and its impact upon
other areas.
1.05 To attain compatibility with surrounding nonindustrial land use designations
and to mlnlmlze heavy industrial off-site impacts, it is the policy of
Whatcom County to require industrial users to provide a buffer which is
located within the designated HEAVY IMPACT INDUSTRIAL area and which adjoins
said nonindustrial land use designations.
As a means of protecting the existing and planned residential uses in the
Point Whitehorn area from detrimental environmental and visual impacts
generated from the Heavy Impact Industrial area, a 660-foot buffer strip
shall be established.
Said buffer shall be situated adjacent to and south
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of Grandview Road between Jackson Road and Koehn Road; adjacent to and east
of Koehn Road between Grandview Road and Brown Road; and adjacent to the
east of the eastern property line of tax lots 2.27 and 2.28 between Brown
Road and the shoreline.
This buffer strip may be utilized for security or
protective uses, parking, or the open space requirements of the Heavy Impact
Industrial zone district.
Land within the buffer strip which is not
required for the above uses and is currently covered with natural vegetative
species shall not be cleared, logged or altered in any manner which would
reduce the natural screening characteristics of said buffer.
1.06 In recognition of the desirable natural features of deep water accessibility
and large contiguous upland areas, it shall be the policy of Whatcom County
to emphasize development of public and private multi-purpose ocean cargo
transfer terminal facilities in the Heavy Impact Industrial area, and
further that such facilities, as well as other proposed water dependent and
industrial uses, be consistent with the policies and regulations of the
Whatcom County Shoreline Master Program.

40

Repeal
H.

COMMUNITY FACILITIES AND UTILITIES

Intent Statement
One of the most important factors in comprehensive planning is the relationship
between land use and the provision of public services. Proportionate with the
increase in land use density and attendant population levels is the increase in
demand for services, such as efficient sewer and water systems, functional
transportation networks, adequate school and park systems, and capable fire and
police protective services. As growth occurs in "urban fringe" and rural areas,
local governments have been typically confronted with service issues that can be
summarized as follows:
What governmental jurisdiction should provide the demanded services?
What is the difference between urban and nonurban
urban services stop and nonurban services begin?

services, and where do

Under what conditions should urban and nonurban services be provided?
What services can be economically provided
jurisdictions by a single service purveyor?

to

both

city

and

county

It is the intent of the following policies to define Whatcom County's role and
responsibility concerning the above issues and to further ensure that a
beneficial balance exists between the supply and demand for services, as well as
encourage the cooperation among municipalities, special districts, and water
associations in the planning and provision of public services.
Policy Statement
1.01 It is herein the policy of Whatcom County to cooperate and coordinate with
the City of Ferndale, Public Utility District No.1, Water and Sewer
District No.8, Whatcom County Fire District No.7, Ferndale, Blaine and
Meridian School Districts, and the State of Washington in planning Subarea
service systems.
1.02 As described in the URBAN RESERVE policies, land areas inside the URBAN
RESERVE designation are intended for urban-type densities and shall be
provided with a full range of urban services including sewer and water, fire
and police protection, urban transportation standards and drainage systems.
Furthermore, the City of Ferndale is designated as the primary service
authority for said area.
1.03 Land situated outside the URBAN RESERVE area are planned for nonurban land
use densities.
Whatcom County shall be the primary purveyor of services to
these areas which shall include transportation and drainage improvements,
parks and recreation facilities, sheriff protection, fire protection through
District No.7, solid waste management, and library services. Furthermore,
the County Public Works Department shall amend the Engineering Design
Standards and Specifications to reflect specific nonurban transportation and
drainage standards.
1.04 Whatcom County shall discourage the proliferation of new sewer and water
districts (junior taxing districts) in the Subarea.
Sewage disposal to
nonurban uses shall be accomplished through on-site methods. Water service
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shall be provided either through wells, City of Ferndale, including the area
within the Residential Rural designation, Whatcom County, PUD #1 or existing
water associations.
1.05 Whatcom County shall continue to recognize Puget Sound Power and Light and
Cascade Natural Gas as the primary energy purveyors in the Subarea; however,
the county encourages the use of alternative energy systems for residential,
commercial, industrial and public land uses.
1.06 As enabled through the County Services Act, Whatcom County shall be
designated as the primary service authority for the prOV1S10n of public
sewer and potable water to the Cherry Point and Grandview Road industrial
areas. To accomplish such, the county is encouraged to undertake those
actions deemed necessary to determine the alternative infrastructure systems
and associated cost, as well as the inter-agency contractual agreements for
the provision of shared services. The Public Works Department shall submit
recommendations to the County Council to revise the
Whatcom County
Comprehensive Sewer and Water Plan to reflect the county's intention of
providing future services to the Cherry Point and Grandview industrial
areas.
If Whatcom County does not exercise the policy stated above, the prerogative
of furnishing services to the Cherry Point and Grandview Light Industrial
Park areas and the Grandview/I-5 Interchange commercial use area shall,
subject to County Council approval, revert to other service entities
including the City of Ferndale, Birch Bay Water District No.8, or such
other agencies as may be organized for this purpose.
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I.

TRANSPORTATION/CIRCULATION POLICY

Intent Statement
Transportation/Circulation is one of the key elements in comprehensive land use
planning because the changes in land use density and population levels, occurring
as a result of the planning process, are often reflected in a demand for an
increased level of service. Thus, it is a purpose of Whatcom County to promote a
coordinated transportation system which is appropriate in its intended function;
that is to complement the land use density and population levels of the various
areas in the Cherry Point-Ferndale Subarea. It is the intent of the following
policies to ensure that land use and transportation planning mutually support the
efficient and safe movement of people and goods while optimizing public
investments in the existing circulation system. Furthermore, it is the intent to
move toward the attainment of the Whatcom County Goal Statements with respect to
transportation planning.
Policy Statement
1.01 It is herein the policy of Whatcom County to cooperate and coordinate with
the City of Ferndale and the State of Washington in the planning of an
adequate transportation system in the Cherry Point-Ferndale Subarea. The
City of Ferndale shall be consulted for input into a change in road
classification or the proposed construction of a new road which traverses an
area within the Ferndale city limits.
1.02 It shall be county policy to implement the road classification plan as
designated on the Comprehensive Plan Map through the development of a
Transportation Improvement Program which shall support the policies of the
Comprehensive Plan.
A change in road classification or proposed construction of a new road shall
be programmed only after land use studies have shown the need for increased
carrying capacity.
Such changes shall be reviewed by the Whatcom County
Planning Department pursuant to RCW 36.70.530 and RCW 36.70.540.
1.03 It shall be the policy of Whatcom County to evaluate the short and longrange impacts to existing county roads resulting from proposed developments.
If it is determined that a proposed development will cause financial and
physical impacts that exceed the scheduled transportation improvements,
Whatcom County shall request the developer to financially participate in
upgrading the transportation/circulation system.
1.04 It shall be the policy of Whatcom County to designate specific truck routes
into commercial and industrial areas to minimize the conflict between truck
and automobile traffic.
1.05 It is herein the policy of Whatcom County to promote and encourage the
availability of public transit as demand increases in the Cherry PointFerndale Subarea.
The public transit system shall be designed to encourage
the use of said system by providing frequent and convenient access points,
and by integrating transit services with other transportation modes, such as
bus systems, park and ride lots for automobiles and bicycles, and bus,
railroad and airline terminal facilities.
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Any major program change .. in the Transportation Improvement Program with
respect to the circulation system shall provide accommodations for transit
when warranted by the level and location of ridership.
1.06 It shall be the policy of Whatcom County to make every effort to preserve
mature trees and unique wildlife habitats and other elements of the natural
environment during the design and construction of road improvement projects.
Where disruption of the natural environment
is unavoidable, special
techniques, including
rounded slopes, erosion control, reseeding and
revegetation shall be employed to return roadsides to their natural state.
1.07 It shall be county policy to include bikeways and pedestrian walkways as an
integral part of the transportation system.
Bikeways and pedestrian ways
shall be provided in new developments where warranted.
Bikeways shall be
provided to link residential areas, shopping areas, recreational areas and
educational facilities.
Whenever practical, bikeways proposed in new
developments shall connect with the planned bikeways in the Whatcom County
Trails Plan.
1.08 It shall be the policy of Whatcom County to discourage driveway cuts on all
street classifications higher than local access streets; to develop access
control plans for classifications higher than
neighborhood collector
streets; and to require new developments to minimize the number of access
points to road classifications higher than neighborhood collector streets.
1.09 It shall be the policy of Whatcom County to discourage through traffic on
neighborhood collector, local access and minor access streets.
1.10 It shall be the policy of Whatcom County to encourage the use of noise
buffers and visual screens between high volume transportation routes and
residential areas.
1.11 It shall be the policy of Whatcom County to encourage major public and
private developments to be easily accessible to existing arterials and
public transit.
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J.

ENVIRONMENTAL POLICIES

Intent Statement
The intent of the following policies is to m1n1m1ze detrimental impacts to human
life and property, conserve critical wildlife habitats in recognition of their
irreplaceable character, manage nonrenewable natural resource areas in a manner
which will permit future utilization, and maintain and enhance environmental
quality with reference to air, water and noise.
Policy Statement
1.01 It is the policy of Whatcom County to encourage utilization of unstable
slopes for very low density development or preferably as open space. If
used for developmental purposes, structures shall be subject to safety
confirmation as established by a qualified geological engineer.
1.02 It is the policy of Whatcom County to encourage utilization of the Nooksack
River 100-year floodplain for agriculture purposes and to encourage the use
of 100-year floodplains associated with stream corridors as open space.
1.03 Whatcom County shall encourage very low densities in areas of known mineral
and nonmineral resource occurrence with the intent of retaining future
access and utilization options. Surface extraction shall be dependent upon
compatibility with surrounding land uses, be discouraged in areas overlain
by Prime Farmlands, and be accomplished by a reclamation plan which is
consistent with state regulations (ReW 78.44).
1.04 It is the policy of Whatcom County to conserve and retain Prime Farmlands
and Farmlands of Statewide Importance by encouraging agricultural or very
low density residential land uses in such areas.
1.05 It is the policy of Whatcom County to maintain and/or enhance surface water
quality consistent with Federal and State standards by development of
appropriate regulations or ordinances to carry out the intent of this
policy. Furthermore, wetlands such as swamps, bogs, marshes and ponds shall
be recognized for their capacity as natural catchment basins.
1.06 It is the policy of Whatcom County to promote continued groundwater quality.
1.07 It is the policy of Whatcom County to avoid the wasteful or destructive use
of environmentally fragile areas or critical wildlife habitats.
The
identification of critical wildlife habitats will be pursuant to procedures
set forth in the State Environmental Policy Act WAC 197-10-177.
1.08 It is the policy of Whatcom County to encourage property owners to utilize
the provisions of HeW 84.34 for the preservation of open space and the
preservation of environmentally fragile areas such as critical wildlife
habitats and wetlands as described in the policies of this section.
1.09 Pursuant to the Federal Clean Air Act, it is the policy of Whatcom County to
encourage pollution
abatement with the intent of maintaining and/or
enhancing air quality through the coordination of land use proposals and
plans with Northwest Air Pollution Authority, as well as other environmental
agencies.
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1.10 It is the policy of Whatcom County to implement such rules, regulations or
ordinances as are required by state law to minimize noise impacts.
1.11 It is the policy of Whatcom County pursuant to the State of Washington State
Environmental Policy Act (WAC 197-10-177) to identify and designate the
environmentally sensitive areas, the intent of which is to establish uses
which should no longer be considered as categorical exemptions within such
areas as provided in the County's Environmental Policy Guideline Ordinance.
The Whatcom County Environmental Review Committee is herein directed to
prepare a map clearly indicating the location intent and selection of
exemption of the Environmentally Sensitive Areas which shall be considered
as recommendations for adoption (pursuant to WAC 197-10-177), as part of the
Whatcom County's Environmental Policy Guidelines Ordinance.
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K.

ECONOMIC POLICIES

Intent Statement
The intent of the following policy is to assure that economic values are given
appropriate consideration along with other goals so that Whatcom County can
attempt to fulfill the economic requirements of present and future generations of
Whatcom County citizens. The Goal Statements of this comprehensive plan clearly
indicate that future land use should recognize economic concerns in addition to
environmental and social concerns to provide a balanced and diversified economy.
It is therefore the policy of Whatcom County to establish a balance in its
consideration of environmental and economic matters.
Policy Statement
1.01 It is the policy of Whatcom County to consider the positive and negative
economic impacts in land use decisions on the general welfare of the
citizens of the county.
1.02 It is the policy of Whatcom County to strengthen and stabilize the tax base
through economic development.
1.03 It is the policy of Whatcom County to consider economic impacts, along with
other considerations, of measures which implement this comprehensive land
use plan.
1.04 It is the policy of Whatcom County to promote the wise use of both natural
and man-made resources over the long run as well as in the immediate future.
1.05 It is the policy of Whatcom County to ensure that all county land use plans
and zoning ordinances are considered in terms of their enhancement of the
economy of the area and region, and are calculated to:
(a)

Foster and promote the general welfare;

(b)

To create and maintain conditions under which man and nature
in productive harmony; and

(c)

Fulfill the social, economic, and other requirements of present and
future generations of Whatcom County citizens.
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VII. COMPREHENSIVE PLAN AMENDMENTS
The Cherry Point-Ferndale Subarea Plan is a policy document that is used to guide
the land use decisions affecting both the private and public sector of the
Subarea.
For the plan to function as an effective decision-making document, it
must be flexible enough to weather changes in public attitudes, developmental
technologies, economic forces and legislative policy.
The plan envisions two general types of plan amendments. The first type is a
review conducted every five years.
This review should re-examine the entire
plan, including a re-evaluation of goals, updates of land related elements, and
the reaffirmation of land use policies and proposals.
This review is the
responsibility of the Whatcom County Planning Commission, the Planning Department
staff and the people of the Subarea.
The second type of amendment is that proposed and initiated by the private
sector. The land uses illustrated on the Land Use Plan Map are the result of the
application of the Plan's goals and policies.
However, it is reasonable to
assume that the private sector may introduce land use proposals that conflict
with the Plan Map or policies of the Plan itself. In such instances, the private
individual may entertain an amendment to the Plan.
Private petitions for
amendment of the Comprehensive Plan addressed to either the Planning Commission
or the County Council shall be processed in accordance with statutory procedure
for adoption or amendment of comprehensive plans.
In applying for a particular
amendment to the Plan or Plan Map, the private sector shall conform to the
following criteria:
1.

The amendment request shall conform with the goals of the Subarea plan;

2.

The amendment request shall be
surrounding land uses;

3.

The amendment request shall not result in unmitigated detrimental impacts to
existing transportation systems;

4.

The amendment request shall not place uncompensated burdens upon existing or
planned service capabilities; and

5.

The amendment request shall demonstrate a land usage need which
consistent with the environmental and economic policies of this plan.

compatible
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