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Whatcom County is excited to
announce Mark Personius has
been selected as the Director
of Planning and Development
Services.
For more information visit the
Purchase of Development
Rights webpage at
www.whatcomcounty.us/573
or contact Chris Elder, PDR
Program Administrator, at
(360)778-5932 or
celder@whatcomcounty.us.

The Agricultural Advisory Committee is currently in the process of updating the Agriculture
Strategic Plan. Committee members continue to provide staff with guidance on additional
information needed to review County policies and programs to ensure that 100,000 acres of
agricultural lands of long-term commercial significance are maintained and protected to ensure a long-term viable agricultural industry. Resolution 2009-040 resolved that 100,000
acres of land available for agricultural use is the minimum goal for ensuring a land base
necessary to support a viable agriculture industry in Whatcom County. The Agriculture Strategic Plan guides staff and County Council on the best tools and best approach to ensure this
goal is met and also provides the opportunity for agricultural producers to review other
County policies to ensure that the agricultural industry is supported and can remain economically successful.

Whatcom County’s Purchase of Development Rights Program continues to experience great
amounts of movement, success, and program evolution. First and foremost, with the support
of the PDR Oversight Committee, County Council, and the County Executive, Whatcom County
has recently closed two agricultural conservation easements at the end 2017 with the Williams I and Williams II agricultural conservation easements. Dusty Williams is the owner and
operator of Broad Leaf Farm and has been farming in and around the Everson-Nooksack
region for several decades. Dusty is dedicated to current and future farmers and has shown
his dedication in part through his application and participation in the PDR Program as well as
his support offered to numerous young and beginning farmers. Dusty has provided training,
access to equipment and cold storage, as well as
leasing land to many farmers that have moved
on to their own farms in and around the County.
The Purchase of Development Rights Program is a
program that aims to protect prime working
farmland through purchase of development rights
and enactment of agricultural conservation easements. Recent appraisals have shown the value
of an agricultural conservation easement averages between $3,000 and $4,000 per acre. Participation in the program is completely voluntary
and aims to compensate property owners who
choose to protect their land for current and future
farmers.

Dusty Williams of Broad Leaf Farm and
Nick Spring of Springtime Farm.
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Hope on the Horizon for Whatcom County Water Quality,
But We Need Your Help!
After more than 20 years of hard work and cooperative efforts, 810 acres of shellfish growing area in Drayton Harbor were
reopened for year-round harvest on December 1, 2016. When the State Department of Health closed this portion of Drayton
Harbor to shellfish harvest in 1995, the community could have walked away from the problem. Instead, community members
came together to work on improving water quality and investing in a future that includes safe, clean water.
The Drayton Harbor success story is the cumulative result from a wide
variety of actions taken by community members to keep bacteria
pollution out of the bay. Stakeholders including shellfish protection
district advisory committee members, shellfish harvesters, tribes, local
and state agencies, non-profits, and community residents worked
together and invested in finding and fixing pollution sources. Actions
taken to reduce bacteria pollution have included:

“I have been farming oysters in Drayton Harbor since the
mid-1980s and have fallen in love with the place. [The
reopening of these shellfish beds] is about a community
which shares this appreciation and has been a willing partner in preserving this magic place for the next generation.”
- Steve Seymour, Drayton Harbor Oyster Co.



Investments in wastewater and stormwater system upgrades



Evaluation and repair of septic systems



Use of marina pump out stations



Fencing farm animals out of waterways and managing manure and
mud



Planting vegetation buffers along stream banks



Picking up pet waste

Continued community participation in these and other pollution prevention actions is critical to keep water clean, shellfish beds
open, and local waterways safe.
As we celebrate improved water quality in Drayton Harbor, bacteria pollution continues to be a problem in other areas of
Whatcom County. In 2015 and 2016, 800 acres of shellfish growing area in Portage Bay were downgraded by the
Washington State Department of Health due to high bacteria levels. The Nooksack River and its tributaries drain to Portage Bay
and also show high bacteria levels. Portage Bay provides commercial, ceremonial, and subsistence shellfish harvest for members
of the Lummi Nation.
Landowners and municipalities in the Nooksack River watershed are taking action to improve water quality. As a result, bacteria
levels in both the freshwater and marine water are improving. Continued action to find and fix pollution sources will be necessary
to see the downgraded shellfish growing areas in Portage Bay reopened. By implementing actions that are proven to work, such
as those in the Drayton Harbor watershed, improvements in water quality can be achieved. We can come together as a
community to improve and protect water quality throughout Whatcom County.
To learn more contact Whatcom County Public Works:
Phone: 360-778-6230
Address: 322 N. Commercial Street, Ste. 110,
Bellingham, WA 98225
Email: PICProgram@co.whatcom.wa.us
Website: www.whatcomcounty.us/1072/Water-Quality

Drayton Harbor
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Portage Bay Partnership Creates a Foundation for Community-Wide Clean Water Efforts
They said it couldn’t be done: dairy farmers and Lummi Nation leaders sitting down together and working out how they can
get shellfish beds open and address water quality problems in our community. But now that the Portage Bay Partnership has
been established, there is increased hope for a community-wide effort to address the water quality issues that affect shellfish
beds and more.
The Partnership emerged out of eighteen months of talks between farm leaders from Whatcom Family Farmers and the Ag
Water Board and Lummi Natural Resources Department leaders.
Through these discussions, and particularly through the direct involvement of Lummi Indian Business Council Chairman Tim
Ballew II and other key members of the Council, it was recognized that water quality was not just about farmers but also involved local cities, county, private citizens and even Canada. It became clear that to achieve the goal of opening the shellfish
beds and addressing water quality issues in the County, a combined and concerted effort was needed. The Portage Bay
Partnership was born and with it a payment of $450,000 from the seven farmers signing it and the dairy community to compensate shellfish harvesters for their losses. Additional funding was identified and a $150,000 grant from the Washington
Conservation Commission was secured to improve shellfish beds and increase harvest rates.
Two elements of the Partnership are beginning to move forward. One is the development of Water Quality Improvement
Plans on individual dairy farms. Using agreed upon experts, the operation of farms signing on to the agreement will be carefully analyzed to see if and where improvements can be made that would reduce or eliminate any water contamination. Two
farms have agreed to be the first to develop these plans, with the expectation that other farmers will join the Partnership and
also develop plans.
The second element is community outreach to address non-farm
sources of water contamination. These sources may include septic
systems, stormwater runoff from impervious surfaces, pet and
non-farm animal waste, and contamination coming from Canada.
Additionally, small hobby farms and rural homesteads that may
keep horse, sheep, cattle and other farm animals may also impact water quality. The Partnership sees opportunity to increase
community awareness about these sources and educate on how
even small efforts can make big differences in reopening the
shellfish beds and improving water quality throughout Whatcom
County. Water monitoring at the several monitoring stations at
Timothy Ballew II and Rich Appel shake hands during a
the Canadian border routinely show high levels of bacterial contamiPortage Bay Partnership meeting.
nation. The area just north of the border contains intensive agriculture as well as a rapidly growing urban area. It is unclear if the contamination is from farming operations in Canada, from
residential septic systems, urban runoff or a combination. Whatcom County participates in the Abbotsford-Sumas Aquifer
International Task Force that aims to protect ground water for future generations through internationally coordinated management.
With Whatcom County Department of Health working closely with other agencies in the Whatcom Clean Water program,
much progress has been made in inspecting and fixing failed septic systems. The success of this effort, as well as work by
farmers in the Drayton Harbor watershed, has resulted in the shellfish beds in Drayton Harbor reopening after several years
of closure. The City of Lynden reports having 210 older septic systems within the City limits and the City Council voted in
March to offer a financial incentive for homeowners to convert from septic to the city’s modernized sewage treatment system.
The City will waive the normal sewer hookup fee in order to facilitate the transition from septic to sewer. Water monitoring in
and around Lynden typically shows higher counts of bacterial contamination than found near the dairy farms north of Lynden
in the Fishtrap Creek drainage.
Given the pro-active efforts of the County and City of Lynden, the Partnership’s efforts will be focused on what individual
citizens within Whatcom County can do, as well as encouraging state and local agencies to address the issue of Canadian
contamination.
Information about the Portage Bay Partnership may be found at www.portagebaypartnership.org and on Facebook under
Portage Bay Partnership.
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Tools for Farm Stewardship
Managing nutrients for productive crop yields, healthy forage and resource protection is no easy
task. The Whatcom Conservation District (WCD) has developed three tools to help farmers to
improve farm productivity and protect against risk of negative impacts to water quality!

Why is Nutrient and Pasture Management Important?
The highest cost associated with raising animals is feed. The least expensive, most nutritious
and palatable source of feed available on most farms is pasture or forage.
Maintaining healthy pastures protects animal health. Intestinal parasites, toxic plants, diseases (particularly of the
foot/hoof), poor performance (weight loss, slow growth), and equine metabolic syndrome can all be reduced with
improved pasture management.
Responsibly managing manure and mud, and maintaining healthy soil, protects environmental quality.
Healthy pastures reduce soil loss, increase water
infiltration and nutrient uptake, and help reduce
pathogen transport from fecal coliform bacteria
found in manure.

Conservation District Tools for success:
Tool 1: A Farm Plan is a document assessing site specific
aspects of a property and outlining best management
practices identified as necessary to avoid potential negative environmental impacts. The Plan contains an assessment
of the site and outlines a series of actions developed with
the landowner to meet their goals while protecting water
quality and natural resources. Contact Corina Cheever,
ccheever@whatcomcd.org 360-526-2381 x104 to arrange your first site visit.

Tool 2: A Manure Spreading Advisory (MSA), developed for all of Western WA, is a decision support tool which provides a 3-day runoff risk forecast associated with manure application (including grazing) and can help you identify the most
appropriate day to apply. The MSA map shows the current risk
of runoff using NOAA forecast methods that consider precipitation and geographical characteristics. This advisory is the first
step in assessing if conditions are favorable for manure application and should be followed up with observation of your individual field characteristics via the Application Risk Management
Field Assessment Worksheet to determine if manure application
is appropriate for that field on that day.
The new MSA Text Alert System sends users occasional texts for
significant weather and manure spreading conditions to help
with planning of manure application and risk avoidance. Enter
your phone number to join the Whatcom Manure Spreading
Advisory Alert System at www.whatcomcd.org/msa. You can
opt out at any time.
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Tool 3: In some cases, even when the advisory is on the higher side, you may
have individual fields that can be applied to because they are lower risk, or
vice versa. The Application Risk Management (ARM) Field Assessment Worksheet, walks you through a field risk evaluation process and provides a fieldlevel risk rating, along with guidance for low risk application. Coupled with our
seasonal, dynamic application setback distances and field risk maps, these tools
provide decision support information to help landowners find the best time and
field to apply manure to while reducing the risk of a runoff event. You have
worked hard to produce your manure nutrients, don’t lose them with ill-timed
manure application! See http://www.whatcomcd.org/arm for more information.
Before you apply, ask yourself these four questions:

Using these tools, producers are able to utilize manure more effectively while
reducing their potential for a runoff or leaching event.

Dairy Manure-Derived Fertilizers for Use in
Red Raspberry and Blueberry Cropping Systems
Historically there was a nutrient connection between the dairy and berry farms in Whatcom County. Manure was transferred
from areas of concentration (dairy farms) to areas of high nutrient demand (berry farms), but because of food safety concerns this practice has all but ended. Researchers at Washington State University (WSU) (http://whatcom.wsu.edu/) initiated
an experiment in 2016 to evaluate the ability to take nutrients derived from a dairy anaerobic digester in Whatcom County
and apply them to red raspberry and blueberry fields in a food safe manner. Anaerobic digesters generate electricity and
reduces zoonotic pathogens commonly found in manure, but does not alter the nutrient concentration of manure. Additional
technology developed at WSU strips nitrogen and phosphorous from manure as it passes through an anaerobic digester
providing a useful bio-based fertilizer. In addition to testing the agronomic viability of these products in berry production soil, leaf, and fruit are meticulously tested for
zoonotic pathogens throughout the season. These
bio-based fertilizers alongside manure, anaerobically digested-manure and compost are being
evaluated for their impact on soil health as it relates to these two crops. The overall goal of this
project is to determine if: 1.) these bio-based
fertilizers are capable of providing the necessary nutrients to maintain economic viability for
berry production; 2.) these products can provide
additional economic revenue streams for dairy
farmers; and, 3.) these products can help balance the nutrient load of the Nooksack watershed. Contact Chris Benedict for more information at chris.benedict@wsu.edu.
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Pacific Migratory Flyway ~ Birds Moving Through the County
By Ed Swan, North Cascades Audubon Society

Whatcom County sees a lot of bird activity by hundreds of species throughout the year with records of 364 species accepted
for the county so far. Whatcom County lies in the Pacific Migratory Flyway and over a hundred species migrate to or through
the area each year. With an altitudinal relief of almost 11,000 feet, there are many types of habitat from the saltwater
Salish Sea on to the beaches and mudflats up into the farmlands, forests, and urban areas and higher still to the slopes of the
Cascades and Mt. Baker and the vast open sky above. Birds actively use the whole range of the landscape throughout the
year and migrants move through each habitat as well.
Almost everyone notices the fall migration as tens of thousands of ducks,
geese and swans migrate south though the state with many bright white
Snow Geese and Trumpeter Swans stopping and sometimes staying the winter in the farm fields. The fall migration brings back species that nested in
the far north or high up in the Cascades to the area’s shorelines, lowlands,
and river valleys.
People often miss much of the spring migration. Almost all of the waterbirds except the Canada Geese and Mallards leave by late April. Generally, they seem to just disappear, the big waves of overhead birds in fall
don’t happen so much in the spring. A big part of the spring migration conWestern Tanager. Photo by Douglas L. Brown
sists of the songbirds that spent the winter in California, the Gulf States, Mexico,
Central America and even down to Peru, passing through the area to points farther north or coming to stay and nest in late
spring and early summer. In the Pacific Flyway, these species migrate in small groups, even ones and twos. They usually
move through by flying during part or all of the night and use the day to re-fuel and rest up.
The arriving part of the spring migration starts as early as February and the
first part of March with the smallest bird, the Rufous Hummingbird. A few come
in February but most time their appearance with the bright pink opening of the
first salmon berry flowers in March. Tree and Violet-green Swallows lead the
way for the swallow species in early and mid-March skimming over ponds,
lakes, and fields. The non-descript olive-green Orange-crowned Warbler
spearhead the warbler pack in late March. All of these species come mostly
from wintering grounds in California and Mexico. The brightly colored neotropical birds like the Western Tanager (from as far south as Costa Rica), Bullock’s
Oriole (from as far south as Guatemala) and the Yellow Warbler (from as far
as Ecuador) make it to Whatcom County in late April and early May.
Yellow warbler. Photo by Douglas L. Brown
The Olive-sided Flycatcher, while not so bright as the tanager and oriole, comes
farther, from as far as Peru, and may be more noticeable calling a loud, piercing “Quick Three Beers” from high in a conifer
tree. Another reason one might fail to observe the spring migration of songbirds comes from their habitat preference for
bushes, shrubs, and trees. Even the intensely yellow, crimson and black Western Tanager hides often almost completely from
sight. Listening for their calls, especially early in the morning may provide the best chance for finding these birds. At the “All
About Birds” website of the Cornell Lab of Ornithology (www.allaboutbirds.org) one can learn more about each of these species and hear recordings of their songs and calls.

Unlike our winter sparrow and finch visitors, the summer nesting birds rarely come to a bird feeder and predominantly feed
on various spiders, bugs, and insects. The best way to attract the vireos, flycatchers, warblers, and other breeding summer
birds consists of using a wide variety of native plants in your yard and property and providing water. Each of these species
tends to specialize in foraging at different levels of foliage. So instead of a monoculture yard of just grass, a mix of smaller
flowers, low and mid-level bushes and shrubs and some mid-height to tall trees makes the best likelihood of seeing many
kinds of the spring arriving birds. A bird bath or just a simple wide dish with an inch of water in it, especially if there’s some
flow of water or drip can be very attractive for these birds as well.
To find out more about the birds in Whatcom County, check out the website for the North Cascades Audubon Society
(www.northcascadesaudubon.org) which studies birds across the county and holds regular educational programs and field
trips to see the birds.

Spring 2018

Natural Resource News

Page 7

LiDAR and how it helps us plan
By Andy Wiser, Whatcom County Geologist

Lidar, which stands for light detection and ranging, is a remote-sensing technology that is capable of collecting highresolution ground surface elevation data. The technology is similar to radar, but, in-place of radio waves, uses laser-light
emitted from a scanner mounted in an airplane or a tri-pod on the ground surface. The laser-light is reflected off objects on
the ground, such as buildings, trees, rivers, fields, roads, etc., and returned to the scanner.
Determining the distance from the lidar instrument to the ground surface can be done with a high-degree of accuracy, and
the position of the aircraft or tri-pod can be fixed using a global positioning system (GPS). In addition, the lidar instrument is
capable of emitting tens of thousands of light pulses per second, some of which penetrate the tree canopy and allow the
technology to calculate ground surface elevation data, even in areas of dense tree canopy. As a result lidar data can be
used to generate ‘bare-earth’ images, which depict subtle topography, or ground surface features, with vertical and horizontal accuracy of less than 10 and 30 centimeters, respectively. Alternatively, ‘first-return’ lidar data, which is generated from
light bouncing of the tree canopy, or other objects located above the ground surface, can be used to accurately determine
the height of trees and built features on the landscape.
Post-processing lidar data allows for a multitude of applications. Lidar data can be used to create a gridded representation
of the ground surface, termed raster data, with each grid having a unique elevation. This gridded data can be further manipulated to create the most common lidar product, which is termed a ‘hillshade.’ To create a hillshade the relationship between each adjacent cell of the raster data is used to build a model of the ground surface that is contains information about
slope gradient and slope aspect. After this
manipulation each cell is now associated with
three unique data sets, elevation, slope and
aspect. A ‘hillshade,’ or color ramp, is then
applied to the raster data by shading each
grid, from light to dark, based on the degree
to which each grid cell face an arbitrarily assigned point of illumination (commonly defined
as an azimuth of 315 degrees and an inclination of 45 degrees). The resulting image resembles aerial photography, but when studied
carefully, can reveal many subtle, and often
times previously unknown, features of the
ground surface.
The following is a list of some of the more
common applications of lidar data:


Topographic maps created from lidar
data with contour line accuracy of less
than 1 foot

Bare-earth hillshade with color-relief produced from LiDAR data of the Van Zandt
Landslide Complex in central Whatcom County (Courtesy of the Washington State
Department of Natural Resources)



Identification of previously unknown or
poorly understood geologic features such as
earthquake fault traces, landslides, potential and historical flood pathways



Tree canopy height determinations



Natural disaster modeling and emergency planning

To explore LiDAR data on your own, check out the Department of Natural Resources interactive Lidar webpage at
www.dnr.wa.gov/lidar.
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We’re On the Web!
www.whatcomcounty.us
Whatcom County Entities Related to Ag:
Whatcom County is vast, including roughly 2,107 square Whatcom Conservation District www.whatcomcd.org or (360)526-2381
6975 Hannegan Road, Lynden, WA 98264
miles of land and 397 sq mi of water, and geographical- WSU Extension: whatcom.wsu.edu or (360)778-5800
ly complex, hosting a broad array of habitats and spe1000 N. Forest Street, Bellingham, WA 98225
Farm Service Agency: www.fsa.usda.gov or (360)318-8121
cies. The jurisdictional landscape is equally complex,
914 Citadel Drive, Suite C, Everson, WA 98247
with intersecting local, state, tribal, federal, and private
Natural Resource Conservation Service: www.nrcs.usda.gov or (360)318-8121
management jurisdictions. The geography of Whatcom
914 Citadel Drive, Everson, WA 98247
County includes an area roughly 2,503 square miles in
Sustainable Connections: www.sustainableconnections.org or (360)647-7093
size, including 2,107 sq mi. of land and 397 sq mi of wa1701 Ellis St. Suite 221, Bellingham, WA 98225
Whatcom County Overview & Resources

ter. In acres, Whatcom County encompasses 1,378,446
acres, with approximately two thirds (850,980 acres)
under federal management administered through the US
Department of Agriculture, Forest Service and Department of the Interior, National Park Service.
Whatcom County Agriculture Organizations:
 Washington Red Raspberry Commission: www.red-raspberry.org
 Washington Blueberry Commission www.blueberrycommission.com
 Washington Seed Potato Commission: www.waseedpotato.com
 Whatcom County Cattlemen’s Association : www.facebook.com/
whatcomcountycattlemen
Whatcom County Dairy Federation: www.wadairyfederation.org
Whatcom County Farm Bureau: www.whatcomfarmbureau.com
Ag Water Board: www.agwaterboard.com
Whatcom Family Farmers: www.whatcomfamilyfarmers.org

Whatcom County Entities Related to other Natural Resources:
Whatcom County Farm Forestry Association: www.wafarmforestry.com/Whatcom
Black Mountain Forestry Center: www.blackmountainforestry.com
Washington State Department of Natural Resources: www.dnr.wa.gov
Washington State Department of Fish and Wildlife: www.wdfw.wa.gov
North Cascades Audubon Society: www.northcascadesaudubon.org
Web Soil Survey: websoilsurvey.sc.egov.usda.gov
WSU Extension Forestry: forestry.wsu.edu
Whatcom Food Network: www.whatcomfoodnetwork.org
Whatcom County: www.whatcomcounty.us
Planning & Development Services (360)778-5900
River & Flood (360)778-6230
Public Works (360)778-6200
Health Department (360)778-6000
County Council (360)778-5010
Executive’s Office (360)778-5200

