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CHAPTER ONE  
INTRODUCTION 

1.0 Introduction  

Bellinghamôs central waterfront is in a state of 

transition from its long history as an active 

industrial site to a new mixed-use 

neighborhood. Over the past several years, the 

Port of Bellingham and the City of Bellingham 

have joined together to create a vision and 

develop a clear path to transform this vacant 

brownsfield site into a thriving mixed-use urban 

neighborhood. In early 2005, the Port of 

Bellingham acquired approximately 137 acres 

of waterfront property and tidelands adjacent to 

Bellingham Bay. This property had been owned 

by the Georgia-Pacific Corporation, which 

operated a pulp and tissue mill on the site. This 

property, along with other Port, City and private 

properties, made up a project site, which was 

initially called ñNew Whatcomò, and later 

renamed the ñWaterfront Districtò. The 

Sub-Area Plan boundary was expanded in 2012 

to include the bluff along Boulevard and State 

Street to make the boundary contiguous with 

the Sehome and South Hill neighborhood 

boundaries and to delete several parcels which 

overlapped with the Old Town Urban Village 

Plan. See Figure 1-1 Sub-Area Boundary. 

 

1.1 Purpose of the Sub-Area Plan  

The Sub-Area Planôs purpose is to provide a 

framework for future development of the 237 

acre site known as the ñWaterfront Districtò. 

The Waterfront District Sub- Area Plan 

includes a balance of environmental, economic 

and community objectives developed to 

restore the health of the land and water, 

improve waterfront access, promote a healthy 

and dynamic waterfront economy, and 

reinforce the inherent qualities of the 

waterfront.  

 
The Waterfront District Sub-Area Plan 

represents a joint planning effort with the City of 

Bellingham involving residents, landowners, 

community stakeholders and resource agencies 

to create a long-term redevelopment opportunity 

for the Waterfront District.  

1.2 Relationship to the 2006 

Comprehensive Plan  

The 2006 City of Bellingham Comprehensive 

Plan establishes goals and policies to guide 

future decision-making and coordinate growth 

within the City over a 20-year planning period. 

The Comprehensive Plan serves as a guideline 

for designating land uses, infrastructure 

development and community services, and 

long-range implementation strategies.  

 
The Waterfront District falls within two urban 

villages defined in the Comprehensive Plan: the 

ñCentral Waterfront Districtò and the ñCentral 

Business District (CBD) Core Villageò. Infill 

within urban villages is an essential element of 

the City growth strategy.  

 

Comprehensive Plan Policy FLU-18 requires a 

master plan to be prepared for each urban 

village to provide a framework for development. 

The Waterfront District Sub-Area Plan meets 

the criteria for a Master Plan as defined in the 

City Comprehensive Plan. Master or Sub-Area 

plans for urban villages must specify land uses 

and densities; street and utilities layout; lot 

arrangement; housing types; village square or 

plaza locations; streetscape amenities; 

relationship of the buildings to the street; 

parking structures or lots; protection of critical 

areas; pedestrian and bicycle facilities; and 

compatibility with surrounding areas.  
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The Waterfront District is located within the City 

of Bellingham CBD Neighborhood.  When the 

CBD Neighborhood Plan was updated in 2008, 

the neighborhood plan incorporated sections of 

the Waterfront Futures Group Vision and 

Framework Plan pertaining to the City Center, 

which includes the Waterfront District.  

Concurrent with the adoption of the CBD 

Neighborhood Plan, the Waterfront District was 

rezoned to a new zoning category called 

ñWaterfront Mixed-Useò. This new zoning 

designation becomes effective upon adoption of 

the Waterfront District Sub-Area Plan, which 

more clearly defines the intended uses and 

development patterns within the area.  

 

1.3 The Planning Process  

Related Planning Processes  
Bellinghamôs City Center and Central Waterfront 

has been a focus of numerous planning efforts 

since the early 1990ôs. Those plans include:  

 Regional Urban Design Assistance Team 
Report (1992)  

 Visions for Bellingham (1992)  

 Bellingham Bay Demonstration Pilot 
(1996ïpresent)  

 Whatcom Creek Waterfront Action Program 
(1996)  

 Downtown Development Workshop (1998)  

 Bellingham Bay Comprehensive Strategy 
FEIS (2000)  

 City Center Master Plan (2002)  

 Community Forum on Growth Management 
(2004)  

 Waterfront Futures Group (WFG) Vision and 
Framework Plan (2005)  

 Bellingham Comprehensive Plan (2006)  

 Central Business District Neighborhood Plan 
(2008)  

 

These planning efforts involved various forms of 

community input and involvement.  

 

Each process identified the Waterfront District 

as an underutilized area and a vital link between 

the Central Business District, Old Town, and 

adjacent residential neighborhoods. Job 

opportunities, environmental restoration, and 

increased public access and recreational 

opportunities on the waterfront have been 

identified as priorities for the area.   

An extensive planning effort was conducted by 

the Waterfront Futures Group (WFG) in 

2003/2004.  The Port and City appointed this 

citizen-led task force to take a fresh and 

independent look at the future of the entire 

waterfront in response to the closure of 

Georgia-Pacificôs (GP) pulp and tissue 

operations. The WFG held 41 public meetings 

and had 26 guest forums and special events 

focusing on the future of the waterfront.   The 

WFG completed the community visioning 

process by publishing the Waterfront Vision and 

Framework Plan which called for redevelopment 

of the city center waterfront into ña mixed-use 

neighborhood that combines commercial, 

institutional, industrial, retail and residential 

uses, and that over time will provide many new 

job opportunities and a substantial amount of 

urban housing.ò  
 

The WFG vision was approved by City 
Council and the guiding principles and 
recommendations were used to update 
Bellinghamôs Comprehensive Plan and the 
CBD Neighborhood Plan in 2006 and 2008 
respectively. 
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Public Investment  
After closure of the pulp mill in 2001, GP 
explored options to fund the required 
environmental clean-up to market the 
property for private development, but the cost 
of clean-up and the required infrastructure 
investment made it difficult to attract private 
investors. During this period, the Port studied 
the potential acquisition of the GP property to 
determine if public ownership was viable. The 
Port purchased the GP property in 2005 after 
extensive community outreach and 
partnership commitments from the City and 
the Washington State Department of Ecology 
to make the long-term public investments 
necessary to implement the communityôs 
vision on the central waterfront.  The Port 
committed to pay for most of the 
environmental cleanup, to build marine 
infrastructure, and to dedicate land for parks, 
public space and rights of way.  The City 
agreed to build new streets and utilities to 
serve the site, to develop waterfront parks 
and trails, and to create a regulatory 
environment that would attract private 
investment. The Department of Ecology 
pledged grant support for environmental 
cleanup costs.  

Since acquiring the GP property, the Port and 

City have secured significant state and 

federal grant support and have started to 

spend money on environmental cleanup, 

habitat restoration and infrastructure design.  

These public investments are intended to 

attract substantial private sector investment 

and generate long-term positive impacts for 

the community.  

The Waterfront District Planning 
Process  
The Port and City launched a public planning 

process to develop a Sub-Area Plan for the 

Waterfront District shortly after acquiring the 

GP property.  To ensure this plan was 

consistent with the community vision, the 

Port and City appointed the Waterfront 

Advisory Group (WAG) to integrate 

recommendations of the WFG into plans, 

projects and regulations.  From 2005-2010, 

this citizen-led task force held regular public 

meetings to gather public input and ensure 

public awareness and participation in 

waterfront planning.  

 
The Port and City started development of the 

Sub-Area Plan by inviting neighbors, business 

owners and anticipated stakeholders to a 

series of eight workshops and community 

meetings during 2005 and 2006 to help turn 

the WFG vision into a Draft Framework Plan, 

which could be tested under the  

 

State Environmental Policy Act (SEPA).  

During these meetings and workshops, the 

community evaluated a range of design 

alternatives that illustrated how infrastructure, 

development, public parks and trails, and new 

habitat might take shape on the waterfront.  


