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INTRODUCTION
Background and Purpose
The Review and Evaluation Program, also known as the Buildable Lands
program, is part of Washington State’s Growth Management Act (GMA). The
purpose of the program is for certain counties to review past growth and
development within their cities and urban growth areas between efforts to
update 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 growth and development
assumptions diverge from actual growth, the State calls on the jurisdiction to
implement “reasonable measures” in the next comprehensive plan and
development regulations update to maintain consistency with GMA
requirements. (RCW 36.70A.215(1))
The Buildable Lands program was established in 1997 and originally applied
to all jurisdictions within six counties in the central Puget Sound, plus
Thurston and Clark 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. This
report outlines key issues critical to inform Whatcom County’s new Buildable
Lands program.

Methods
This report provides insight on key issues underlying the Buildable Lands
process which may inform Whatcom County’s methodology. These findings
are drawn from documents and data identified by Whatcom County staff.
Planning and other staff members from each city in Whatcom County
contributed to this report through interviews and information provided to
inform local assessments.

Organization of this Report
This report is organized in the following sections:
•
•

•

•

Literature Review summarizes research findings by topic area.
Market and Regulatory Profiles summarize key market data and
characteristics of the regulatory environment in each Whatcom
County jurisdiction.
Key Issues and Questions identifies matters that need to be
addressed and questions that need to be answered as the County and
cities work together on the Review and Evaluation Program
requirements of the GMA.
Sources briefly summarizes documents referenced in this report.
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1. LITERATURE REVIEW
Land Use Overview
The Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan (WCCP) indicates that Whatcom
County encompasses 1,378,446 acres, of which 2.3% are in cities, and 62%
are under federal management. Residential uses, particularly single family
residential, make up the vast majority of land uses in developed areas
throughout the county. Most existing multifamily residential development is
in urban areas, particularly Bellingham, Ferndale, Lynden, and Blaine. T he
County’s commercial land uses are typically located in cities or follow major
north-south transportation corridors, particularly Interstate 5 and the Guide
Meridian. Some unincorporated areas, including the Birch Bay Urban
Growth Area (UGA), also have small concentrations of commercial uses. Most
industrial uses are located in cities and UGAs or the Cherry Point industrial
area (WCCP, Chp. 1). The vision for land use in Whatcom County, as
established under the Comprehensive Plan, is as follows:
Whatcom County is a place where urban growth is concentrated in urban
areas, where there is a distinct boundary between urban and rural uses,
where agricultural use is encouraged, and where resource lands and water
resources are protected. Rural areas are peaceful and quiet with less traffic
and congestion than in urban areas. There is low-density development with
open spaces allowing for privacy. A sense of community is retained and local
input is considered in land use decisions (WCCP, Chp 2).

Market Context
Whatcom County’s growth projections were last updated in the 2016
Comprehensive Plan Update and were used in the previous Land Capacity
Analysis. The new Review and Evaluation Program (Buildable Lands) will
compare growth occurring since that time against planned growth. The
analysis will determine how much land is required to serve remaining
planned growth compared to the updated land supply. Where shortfalls are
identified, jurisdictions may need to adopt and implement “reasonable
measures” into countywide planning policies (CWPPs), the county
comprehensive plan, city comprehensive plans, and/or development
regulations during the next update. (RCW 36.70A.215(2)(d))

Past Population Growth Trends
At the time of the last Land Capacity Analysis, Whatcom County was
experiencing more population growth from net migration than from natural
growth (births minus deaths). This was also the case across Washington
state. Since 1990, net migration has constituted more than 70% of growth in
Whatcom County. Across Washington, net migration’s share of growth was
closer to 60% during the same period. This dynamic is forecasted to continue,
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though this type of growth can be uncertain and vulnerable to major
economic or social changes.
Since the 1970s, Whatcom County has been growing faster than Washington
state. While Bellingham is the largest city by a wide margin, from 1990 to
2010 its population grew at a rate just below that of the County overall, and
slightly slower than any other Urban Growth Area. The County’s fastest
growth rates in that period occurred in the unincorporated Columbia Valley
UGA, followed by Birch Bay, Nooksack and Lynden. In absolute terms,
Bellingham still saw the largest population growth during that period,
constituting 42% of total County growth.
In 2012, State Office of Financial Management (OFM) Whatcom County
population projections ranged from 231,000 for the low 2040 population
projection to 350,000 for the high population projection – a tremendously
wide margin. The low and medium projections assumed lower growth rates
than have been experienced in recent years, due to the assumption that the
natural component of population growth will continue to decrease. The high
projection was consistent with growth rates observed from 2000-2010.
From 2010-2014, Whatcom County’s annual average growth rate (0.8%) was
slightly lower than that of Washington state (0.9%) and the central Puget
Sound region (1.0%). Whatcom County’s population growth is highly
influenced by net migration, which was much lower during this postrecession period and likely explains this change from previous regional
growth trends.

Recent Population Projections and Growth
The 2013 Growth Projection and Allocation Technical Memo held that the
medium projection was the most likely future, but still provided several
additional growth alternatives within the OFM range. The 2016 Whatcom
County Comprehensive Plan used a 2036 population projection of 275,450,
just above the OFM medium projection and within the OFM range. This
projection was selected to ensure adequate land supply to accommodate
growth, the need to plan for growth, and the need to protect the quality of life
and natural resources in Whatcom County (WCCP, Chp. 1).
Since 2013, Whatcom County has been growing at a very similar rate to its
overall projection. Growth rates vary by UGA, though in general, growth in
the UGAs has been below allocations over the past five years (Exhibit 1).
Growth outside UGAs has exceeded allocations in terms of OFM population
estimates, though it has been below allocations based on building permits, as
detailed in the 2018 Population Growth Monitoring Report. A comparison of
growth by the two methods of assessment is provided in Exhibits 2 and 3,
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and detailed by incorporated UGA in the “Market and Regulatory Profiles”
section.
Exhibit 1. Population Growth by UGA Compared to Plan Allocations, 20132018
2013-2018
Total
Growth

Comp Plan
5-Year
Allocation

Surplus
(Deficit)

Growth as
% of
Allocation

6,167

6,750

(583)

91.4%

Birch Bay UGA

521

1,148

(627)

45.4%

Blaine UGA

535

960

(424)

55.8%

Everson UGA

173

270

(97)

64.2%

Ferndale UGA

1,424

1,485

(61)

95.9%

Lynden UGA

1,436

1,392

44

103.2%

Bellingham UGA

90

215

(125)

41.9%

Sumas UGA

141

190

(49)

74.2%

Columbia Valley UGA

236

292

(57)

80.7%

Outside of UGAs

3,826

2,438

Total

14,550

Nooksack UGA

15,141

1,387

156.9%

(591)

96.1%

Source: Whatcom County Planning & Development Services, Population Growth Monitoring
Report, 2018
Note: 2013-2018 Total Growth is based upon State Office of Financial Management data

Exhibit 2. Population Growth by UGA, Based on OFM Data, 2013-2018
2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18
Bellingham UGA

1,074

1,937

94

114

134

90

521

102

34

1

151

247

535

Everson UGA

11

10

21

30

101

173

Ferndale UGA

439

221

345

237

182

1,424

Lynden UGA

190

170

291

244

541

1,436

Nooksack UGA

25

25

15

15

10

90

Sumas UGA

19

(1)

50

54

19

141

Columbia Valley UGA

31

35

33

77

60

236

450

753

806

881

936

3,826

2,750

3,760

4,050

14,550

Birch Bay UGA
Blaine UGA

Outside of UGAs
Total

443

849

89

1,800

2,190

1,864

2013-18
Total
Growth
6,167

Source: Whatcom County Planning & Development Services, Population Growth Monitoring
Report, 2018
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Exhibit 3. Population Growth by UGA, Based on Building Permit Data, 20132018
2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18
Bellingham UGA

Totals

330

848

1,078

1,378

1,425

5,060

34

60

68

63

92

316

103

45

42

70

164

424

Everson UGA

14

14

17

26

73

145

Ferndale UGA

493

199

279

225

181

1,376

Lynden UGA

275

196

313

216

485

1,485

Nooksack UGA

24

26

12

12

6

79

Sumas UGA

13

8

13

37

39

109

9

13

11

18

31

81

280

327

367

397

401

1,772

1,575

1,737

2,201

2,441

2,895

10,848

Birch Bay UGA
Blaine UGA

Columbia Valley UGA
Outside UGAs
Total

Source: Whatcom County Planning & Development Services, Population Growth Monitoring
Report, 2018

Employment Growth Trends
As of the 2013 growth allocation analysis, the percentage of Whatcom
County’s total population that is employed has been higher than the State
average, dating back to 1990. OFM forecasts anticipate that the employment
rate will decline over time, partially driven by the retiring Baby Boomer
generation. In 2013, these employment rate assumptions were used in
developing the 2036 Whatcom County employment projections, yielding
estimates that range from 120,468 to 134,297. The 2016 Comprehensive Plan
used a 2036 employment projection of 120,284.
Between 2002 and 2011, the years leading up to the last analysis, Whatcom
County’s fastest growing industry was Health Care Services. The only
industry that contracted during that period was Construction, due to the
recession. The Bellingham UGA comprised 64% of all County employment. In
the 2013 analysis, projected employment growth was grouped into three
broad categories – commercial, retail and industrial – and assigned to UGAs.
A fourth category, resources, was not included in the analysis.

Household Composition
Of Whatcom County’s 21,900 multifamily housing units, 89% are occupied by
renter households. Of its 55,700 single family housing units, 80% are
occupied by homeowner households. (Exhibit 4)
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Exhibit 4. Housing Tenure by Housing Type, Whatcom County, 2017

Source: US Census Bureau, American Community Survey 2017 5-Year Estimates1

Large local higher education institutions, particularly Western Washington
University, have a strong influence on Countywide age trends. According to
2017 American Community Survey estimates, 11% of the County population
was in the 20-24 age cohort, compared to 7% in the same group across
Washington State. The County has a lower share of both children and adults
age 25-54, and a slightly higher share of adults age 55 and up.
Average household sizes are slightly lower in Whatcom County compared to
Puget Sound – 2.5 compared to 2.56. Among its cities and UGAs, Nooksack
has the highest average household size (3.42) while Blaine, Birch Bay, and
Bellingham have the lowest. (2.26-2.89)
The city of Blaine and the Birch Bay CDP also have the highest median ages,
suggesting a higher share of adults without children when combined with low
household sizes. Nooksack has the youngest median age. Nooksack’s lower
median age and higher household sizes suggest a large share of families with
children. (Exhibit 5)

ACS 5-year estimates include collected data from five years. The 2017 estimates,
for example, include data from 2013 to 2017. While less current than one year
estimates, the five year estimates are the most reliable for small geographies.
1
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Exhibit 5. Median Resident Age, Whatcom County Cities & UGAs, 2017

Source: US Census Bureau, American Community Survey 2017 5-Year Estimates

Housing Costs
In the most recent month for which the median home sale price was available
from Redfin, February 2019, the median Countywide sale price was $370,000.
The Countywide median monthly price nearly reached $400,000 in July 2018.
The annual median sale price Countywide rose by 49% from 2012 to 2018.
(Exhibit 6) By comparison, the Countywide median household income only
rose approximately 9% during that same period – from $51,639 in 2012 to
$56,419 in 2017.2 This suggests that housing costs are rising more rapidly
than incomes, and affordability challenges may be growing.
Redfin data is not available for all Whatcom County jurisdictions. Exhibit 7
includes 2018 home sale summary statistics for more jurisdictions from Troy
Muljat.

2

US Census Bureau; American Community Survey, 2012 & 2017 5-Year Estimates.
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Exhibit 6. Monthly Median Home Sale Price, Whatcom County and Select
Jurisdictions, 2012-2018 (in Thousands)

Source: Redfin, 2019

Exhibit 7. Home Sale Summary, Select Whatcom County Jurisdictions, 2018

Units Sold
Avg. List Price
Avg. Sale
Price
Median List
Price
Median Sale
Price
Average
Days on
Market
Average SF
Average
Price/SF
Change in
Price, 20162018

456

Birch
Bay/Blaine
354

$523,721

$402,067

$375,705

$442,102

$331,777

$423,367

$520,979

$398,224

$367,991

$433,928

$328,303

$418,846

$449,000

$378,500

$332,500

$396,950

$329,000

$382,000

$449,450

$373,500

$330,000

$391,000

$325,000

$382,800

38

49

59

47

42

49

2,019

1,937

1,814

2,267

1,764

1,921

$258

$206

$203

$191

$186

$218

22%

20%

19%

19%

20%

19%

Bellingham
966

Ferndale

266

Nooksack
Valley
139

Whatcom
County
2,954

Lynden

Source: Troy Muljat, 2019
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Of the Whatcom County jurisdictions that have data available from CoStar,
Bellingham currently has the highest market rent per square foot, while
Everson has the highest rent per unit. Everson also has a lower rent per
square foot, suggesting that the market rent is based on a larger unit.
Several of the cities have lower data coverage, particularly Everson and
Sumas. Vacancy is very low across all jurisdictions and Countywide.
(Exhibit 8)
Exhibit 8. Current Rental Market Statistics, Whatcom County and Select
Jurisdictions, May 2019
Market Rent/Unit Asking Rent/SF Vacancy
Bellingham
$1,103
$1.37
3.40%
Blaine
$921
$0.93
3.10%
Everson
$1,138
$0.89
3.20%
Ferndale
$941
$1.10
3.10%
Sumas
$812
$0.88
4.10%
Whatcom County
$1,087
$1.35
3.40%

Properties Covered
322
17
9
28
7
431

Source: CoStar, 2019

As a comparison, median rents by unit size for each Whatcom County
jurisdiction are provided in Exhibit 9. This rent data comes from American
Community Survey 2017 5-year estimates.
Exhibit 9. Median Gross Rent by Unit Size, All Jurisdictions, 2017
Whatcom County
Cities
Bellingham
Blaine
Everson
Ferndale
Lynden
Nooksack
Sumas
Unincorporated UGAs
Birch Bay CDP
Peaceful Valley CDP
(Columbia Valley)

All Units
$ 972

Studio
$ 745

1 Bed
$ 749

2 Bed
$ 962

3 Bed
$ 1,333

4 Bed
$ 1,559

5+ Bed
$ 1,867

$ 959
$ 933
$ 904
$ 899
$ 1,183
$ 1,069
$ 855

$ 759
$ 986
$ 308

$ 762
$ 776
$ 532
$ 669
-

$ 971
$ 870
$ 963
$ 913
$ 1,001
$ 940
$ 872

$ 1,404
$ 1,117
$ 843
$ 1,161
$ 1,455
$ 1,343
$ 879

$ 1,670
$ 1,508
$ 1,440
-

$ 1,962
$ 1,143
-

$ 1,029
$ 979

-

$ 718
-

$ 1,062
$ 929

$ 1,273
$ 1,074

$ 1,348

-

Source: US Census Bureau, American Community Survey 2017 5-Year Estimates
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Local Planning & Regulatory Context
County Comprehensive Plan
Whatcom County completed a combined comprehensive plan update and
UGA review in 2016. The plan includes the following policy addressing the
Land Capacity Analysis:
Policy 2S-4: Coordinate with cities to maintain a land capacity
analysis methodology that is consistently applied to all urban growth
areas, including a common definition of net developable land. When
determining urban land needs, assume that urban densities will be
developed within UGAs over the 20-year planning period.

Land Capacity Analysis
The 2016 Whatcom County Land Capacity Analysis (LCA) used April 1, 2013
as a base point in time. All existing structures as of that date were
considered developed, while anything proposed, built, or occupied later was
counted in future capacity. The analysis includes all of Whatcom County’s
UGAs, both incorporated and unincorporated.
Land Inventory
The LCA is based on an inventory of land parcels in UGAs that are
considered vacant, partially-used, or under-utilized based on Whatcom
County Assessor’s data and parcel-specific information provided by each
jurisdiction. The inventory is determined as follows:
•

Initial screening for development. Parcel data is cross-referenced
with recent permit data to ensure all parcels with development
complete by the base date are removed. The remaining parcels are
labeled vacant, partially-used, or under-utilized. Separate definitions
are established for different broad parcel zoning categories in Exhibit
1 in Whatcom County’s Land Capacity Analysis Detailed
Methodology.

•

Critical areas applied. Undevelopable critical areas, buffers, and
other areas with reduced development potential are removed from the
inventory. In the Land Capacity Analysis completed as part of the
2016 comprehensive plan update, buffers were not deducted from
residential parcels due to the greater variety of clustering and density
transfer options available to residential development. The County
supplements its base GIS data on critical areas with any additional
jurisdiction-specific sources. Areas to be removed include wetlands,
streams and stream buffers, steep slopes, floodplains, lands impaced
by naturally-occurring asbestos, and other known undevelopable
areas like mitigation sites.
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•

Future Public Facilities. Parcels or acreages are removed to
account for future public facilities and infrastructure.

•

Local review. The County and Cities then work together to review
the results. The County prepares parcel maps and tabular summaries
for each UGA indicating how parcels have been categorized and
indicating critical areas. The results are revised based on local
knowledge.

•

Market factors. Finally, a “market factor” is applied to the summed
total acres in vacant, partially-used, and under-utilized parcels. The
market factor is intended to capture a share of land which is not
expected to develop during the planning period. Separate market
factors are established in the Detailed Methodology by broad zoning
category and development category. Local jurisdictions can establish
alternate market factors, in coordination with the County.

Once the market factor is applied, the remaining parcels and acreages
constitute the Net Developable Land Inventory. This inventory represents
the total land area available to be developed during the planning period.
Future Population and Employment Capacity
The LCA looks forward to determine the County’s ability to accommodate
growth. This requires growth forecasts of jobs and residents and projected
densities. The LCA first reviews development activity over the previous ten
years to calculate achieved densities by zone or planned land use area.
Achieved densities exclude the same critical areas, rights-of-way, and public
uses applied for the Net Developable Land Inventory. Densities are
expressed as either dwelling units per acre or as floor area ratios for
industrial and commercial parcels.
Jurisdictions develop assumed densities by zone or planned land use area to
be used in the LCA. These assumed densities should represent reasonable
assumptions about the density of future development to occur during the
planning period. In developing these assumptions, jurisdictions are
instructed to consider achieved densities, land use goals and policies, local
circumstances, and any other market or other conditions that may shape
future development. Overall assumed densities by UGA should be consistent
with the Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan (WCCP) Goal 2P.
Achieved densities by UGA from 2004-2013 are compared with assumed
densities used in the 2016 LCA and WCCP plan goals in Exhibit 10. In
general, achieved densities were close to assumed densities and within goal
ranges, though typically in the low end of the range. Lynden and Sumas were
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the only two UGAs where achieved density was lower than the low end of the
WCCP goal, while Blaine exceeded the high end of its goal.
Exhibit 10. Achieved and Assumed Densities by UGA
UGA

Achieved
Density,
2004-2013

Overall
Assumed LCA
Density

2009 WCCP
Goal 2P

2016 WCCP
Goal 2P

Bellingham
Birch Bay

6.94
5.93

7.15
7.61

6 to 24
4

6 to 24
5 to 10

Blaine

6.98

4.71

4

4 to 6

Columbia
Valley
Everson
Ferndale

n/a

4.00

4

4 to 6

4.76
6.20

4.01
5.01

4
5 to 10

4 to 6
6 to 10

Lynden

4.95

7.43

5 to 10

6 to 10

Nooksack
Sumas

4.20
3.32

4.39
4.87

4
4

4 to 6
4 to 6

Source: Whatcom County Planning & Development Services Land Capacity Analysis Report,
2016

Net developable residential land in each zone is multiplied by its designated
assumed density. The result is the total capacity in each zone in dwelling
units, before accounting for existing development. Existing units are then
removed to determine future residential unit capacity. Occupancy rate
assumptions are applied per UGA, then estimated future occupied units are
multiplied by the average household size to estimate future population
capacity by zone.
Net acres of employment lands are multiplied by the assumed Floor Area
Ratios (FAR) for each zone to determine total built square footage capacity.
Total existing commercial and industrial square footage is removed. An
occupancy assumption is applied to the remainder. This is then divided by
the relevant employment density assumption by use, as established in the
Detailed Methodology. The result represents estimated future capacity for
employment.

State Regulatory Context
The Buildable Lands program serves as a check-in part way through the
planning cycle. This allows the County to evaluate the current plan and
identify issues to address in the next plan. While any county may establish a
program, it is only currently legally required in more populous counties in
western Washington.
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The Buildable Lands program allows for flexibility in individual county
methodologies, provided base requirements are met and counties document
the rationale for their choices. Requirements for any county’s Buildable
Lands program are established in RCW 36.70A.215(1), (2), and (3). These
include:
•

Adopting Countywide Planning Policies establishing the program.

•

Comparing past growth with planned growth, determining if planned
densities are being achieved and if there is sufficient capacity for
remaining planned growth within UGAs.

•

Collecting data annually on urban and rural land uses, development,
zoning and development standards, environmental regulations, and
capital facilities. This is used to determine the quantity and type of
land suitable for residential and employment-based development.

•

Evaluating collected data and assess their impact on land suitable for
development no later than three years before a comprehensive plan
update. For Whatcom County, the buildable lands report is due by
June 30, 2021.

•

Methods to resolve disputes among jurisdictions related to required
countywide planning policies and inconsistencies in data collection
and analysis.

•

Reasonable measures, if necessary, to reduce differences between
growth and development assumptions and actual growth and
development patterns. Reasonable measures, if required, are adopted
during the next comprehensive plan update, which is due by June 30,
2024 for Whatcom County and the cities.

Annual Data Collection
When preparing the Buildable Lands Report, counties and cities are required
to annually collect data necessary to determine the remaining quantity and
type of land suitable for development.
Specific types of data to be collected annually include:
•

Urban and rural land uses and development

•

Zoning and development standards

•

Environmental regulations
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•

Capital facilities

•

Data necessary to evaluate measures adopted to increase consistency
(State’s 2018 Buildable Lands Guidelines, pg. 18)

Buildable Lands Program vs. Land Capacity Analysis
All counties fully planning under GMA must complete a Land Capacity
Analysis, but only a subset is also required to establish a Buildable Lands
program. As there is variation in how counties approach these two programs
and the language used to describe them, they can be easily confused. In
actuality, the two analyses serve distinct, but related, purposes within the
larger comprehensive planning cycle.
The Buildable Lands report looks backward to evaluate how the current
comprehensive plan has performed and identifies any significant issues to
address in the next planning cycle. The analysis assesses if there is adequate
capacity within the UGAs to accommodate the remaining portion of planned
growth established in the existing plan.
In contrast, the Land Capacity Analysis looks forward to ensure suitable
land will be available to accommodate growth in the UGAs for a fresh 20-year
planning horizon in the next comprehensive plan update, based on new
population and employment growth projections. The two analyses follow a
cyclical process – the Land Capacity Analysis is used to develop
comprehensive plans. Five years later, the Buildable Lands Report reviews
how actual growth and development has compared to the plan. Any necessary
“reasonable measures” for the next plan are identified and the cycle repeats.
This cycle is demonstrated visually in Exhibit 11. The cycle spans 8 years,
from one periodic update of the comprehensive plan to another.
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Exhibit 11. Buildable Lands Process in Comprehensive Planning Cycle
Determine if development is occurring
as projected in current plan
Determine if there is still sufficient land
to accommodate growth

2021, 2029…
Buildable
Lands
Evaluation

Annual Data
Collection
(Throughout)

Reasonable
Measures
Identified

Where
inconsistencies
exist, determine
if reasonable
measures are
required and
incorporate into
CWPPs, comp
plan, and/or
development
regulations

2024, 2032..
Land
Capacity
Analysis

Comprehensive
Plans

Set vision and policies to guide
growth

Countywide
Planning
Policies

New planning horizon is
established, fresh
assessment of land
capacity

Incorporate any reasonable measures

While these programs have unique planning horizons, much of the same data
and analysis required for the Land Capacity Analysis is also required for the
Buildable Lands Report. As a result, it is useful to consider the timing and
processes required for both analyses to establish efficient methods for
gathering data on an ongoing basis.

Market Factor
Not all land that is vacant or underutilized will be developed during the 20year planning cycle. Factors impacting developability include market demand
and property owner plans. As a result, buildable lands analyses must
estimate how many acres of developable lands are not likely to be developed
during the remainder of the planning period and thus should not be expected
to contribute toward development capacity.
E2SSB-5254 mandates the use of a “reasonable” market land supply factor
(“market factor”) when identifying land available for new development. It
also established that the appropriate methodology would be provided in the
State’s 2018 Buildable Lands Guidelines. Per the Guidelines, there is no
single best method to set an appropriate market factor. Rather, counties
should consider what is most appropriate for local circumstances, and
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document why their chosen approach was selected. This consideration should
include the following factors:
•

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

•

Cost of development

•

Timelines to permit and develop land

•

Market availability of land

•

The nexus between proposed densities, economic conditions needed to
achieve those densities, and the impact to housing affordability for
home ownership and rental housing

•

Market demand when evaluating if land is suitable for development or
redevelopment (State’s 2018 Buildable Lands Guidelines, pp. 51 and
52)

Separate market factors should be established for residential and
employment land, as well as different geographic areas. They should also
distinguish between new development and redevelopment. While the market
factor would ideally be based in local research, the law acknowledges that
resources may not be available for such research, and counties may use “a
number derived from general information if local study data is not available”.
(WAC 365-196-310(4)(b)(ii)(F))
Methods to gather local study data for the market factor include:
•

Property owner surveys on willingness to sell, particularly those with
property affected by future infrastructure projects. If formal surveying
is not feasible, interviews with key property owners can be used.

•

Reviewing land sale patterns before and after key infrastructure
projects.

•

Reviewing property ownership patterns and sale activity in Assessor
data.

•

Input from local real estate experts.
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Market Factor Approaches
The 2018 Washington State Buildable Lands Guidelines provide several
examples of approaches to the market factor that can be appropriate,
depending on circumstance, described as follows:
•

•

•

Improvement Value to Total Value Comparison. For a given
type of property in a given location, calculate the share of total
assessed value attributed to existing improvements. The theory is
that parcels with existing high-value improvements are less likely
to convert to other uses. Use this analysis to inform which
theoretically “buildable” parcels are not likely to be developed due
to the relative value of existing improvements. CAI Note: This
method may work for single-family zones, and to a lesser extent for
some multifamily and commercial areas. Many industrial land uses,
however, derive economic value of land from on-site activity with
very little improvement value.
Past Transaction Trends. For a given type of property in a given
location, determine the percentage of properties with no past
transaction records in a certain time period. The theory with this
approach is that a similar share of similar properties would not
transact in the future either. Therefore, this percentage could be
applied as a market factor.
Past Conversion Trends. For a given type of property in a given
location, determine the percentage of properties that were
converted in a certain time period. The theory is that one could
assume a similar portion of properties would develop in the future.

Comparative Approach: Snohomish County. Snohomish County’s
current methodology is one of the few market factors with more extensive
evident empirical support. Snohomish County originally based its market
factor on Washington state publications, resulting in a 15% market factor
for vacant land, and at least 30% for partially-used and redevelopable
land. The County also conducted property owner surveys in 1993, which
supported a factor for 5-15% for vacant land and 10-20% for redevelopable
land in incorporated areas. The surveys supported a factor of 20% for both
vacant and redevelopable residential parcels in the unincorporated UGA,
and 13% overall for any commercial and industrial parcels regardless of
location. Another round of surveys in 2005 supported a 15% market factor
for vacant land and 30% for partially-used and redevelopable land in
UGAs.
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Local Considerations
The most recent Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan found a lack of large
tracts of land with infrastructure and site improvements in place for
industrial development (WCCP Ch. 2, pg. 2-4). This was identified as a major
barrier to meeting demand for family wage employment throughout the
County. The availability of infrastructure appears to rank high as a
development constraint in Whatcom County, which may drive market factor
approaches.

Development Regulations
Certain development regulations can have impacts on a developer’s ability to
achieve maximum zoned capacity and may need to be addressed with the
market factor. The impact of these regulations may vary significantly by
jurisdiction and circumstance, and any impact would likely need to be
determined in review with individual jurisdictions. Examples of regulations
with the potential to limit development capacity include tree retention
standards and minimum subdivision parcel sizes.

Critical Areas
Known critical areas were typically not included in Whatcom County’s land
capacity (with the exception of buffers on residential lands), as established in
the Land Capacity Analysis Methodology (2015). Specific critical areas in
Whatcom County’s unincorporated areas are defined, along with applicable
development regulations, in the Whatcom County Critical Areas Ordinance.
Regulated critical areas are geologically hazardous areas, frequently flooded
areas, critical aquifer recharge areas, wetlands, and fish and wildlife habitat
conservation areas. Each of the Cities has also adopted its own critical areas
regulations that address the same general categories of critical areas, but
that include regulatory provisions that may vary by jurisdiction.
Mitigation banks. Mitigation banking is one tool to support development
and conservation goals at the same time. The Lummi Nation has a Wetland
and Habitat Mitigation Bank, though its credits are currently exhaust ed. The
City of Bellingham is in the process of establishing a new mitigation bank.
The bank will only be available to development projects located in the service
area. This new service area would cover Bellingham’s current city limits and
most of its UGA, plus rural areas to the north and south. The portion of
Ferndale’s UGA located east of the Nooksack River is also within the service
area.
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Infrastructure
The availability of adequate infrastructure is a critical component of
accommodating future growth and, by extension, evaluating whether it is
possible and market-supported to develop land within a certain timeframe.
The timing of planned infrastructure projects, as set in capital facilities
plans, should shape market factor assumptions about the share of land likely
to develop in specific zones. For example, if a future project will “unlock”
development for a large quantity of land, but that project will not take place
until one of the last years of the planning period, only a small portion of that
new capacity will likely be developed during the remaining portion of the
planning period.
All seven cities in Whatcom County have policies that generally prohibit
sewer extensions outside city limits into unincorporated portions of the
UGAs. The County’s urban zoning in unincorporated UGAs typically limits
residential density to one dwelling per every 10 acres until public water and
sewer are provided. This applies to unincorporated UGAs associated with
cities as well as the unincorporated UGAs not associated with a city. As a
result, the ability of infrastructure improvements to “unlock” land for urban
residential development in city UGAs is especially dependent on water and
sewer provision, and correlated with annexation.
Impact fees can also affect development feasibility and should be considered
along with other conditions that can influence market factors.

Water Rights
Several Whatcom County cities currently lack sufficient water rights to meet
projected growth.
The 2016 “Hirst Decision” has had impacts on development patterns in
Whatcom County. Before “Hirst”, counties relied on the Department of
Ecology’s determination of whether year-round water was available in
allowing landowners to use permit-exempt wells. In “Hirst”, the Washington
State Supreme Court ruled that counties must make their own decisions
about whether there was enough water, legally and physically, to approve
any permit requiring a well.
The “Hirst Fix” was enacted by the State Legislature in 2018 (Engrossed
Substitute Senate Bill 6091), and permit-exempt wells are again permitted.
Despite this change, some cities such as Lynden are reporting more interest
in very low density residential development within city limits that may have
otherwise occurred in rural areas. Such development falls far below the
standard needed to support urban densities and can put additional pressure
on other lands to meet future growth needs.
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Housing Affordability
An effectively designed Buildable Lands Program will provide data to help
cities make land use policy decisions that directly support two of the
Department of Commerce’s key agency goals:
•
•

Increase the availability of affordable and market-rate housing.
Increase the number of jobs that pay wages that can sustain housing.

Ensuring that market housing production paces with growth, both in terms
of quantity and types of units, is a minimum condition for housing
affordability. Similarly, ensuring that adequate commercial and industrial
land is available to serve overall employment growth is a necessary first step
in increasing the number of living-wage jobs.
E2SSB-5254 includes “the nexus between proposed densities, economic
conditions needed to achieve those densities, and the impact to housing
affordability for home ownership and rental housing” as an important factor
to the buildable lands process (RCW 36.70A.217(1)(d)). As an example,
denser, multistory development could be required if a city needs to achieve a
higher density on developable land to accommodate growth. This type of
development could be more expensive than the currently prevailing type of
development. This may require higher rents or sale prices to be feasible
compared to existing market rents or sale prices. Depending on economic
circumstances, a city in this position may need to consider “Reasonable
Measures” that either address affordability impacts or economic infeasibility
of the required new development types.

State Findings and Recommendations
The State Affordable Housing Advisory Board provided a thorough summary
of drivers and potential solutions to the state’s housing crisis in its 2017
Housing Affordability Response Team (HART) Recommendations. Its
findings and recommendations with implications for the Buildable Lands
Program, are summarized in this section.
Land Use
Many cities and counties lack the staff or funding to adequately update the
housing elements of their comprehensive plans or take on more advanced
actions, such as strategic plans for affordable housing. There is also no state
oversight on housing elements, nor penalty for jurisdictions that do not meet
their housing goals.
Zoning in many cities allow for a relatively narrow selection of housing types
and do not allow certain types of multifamily development in single family
zones even though these types of developments, such as townhouses,
duplexes, and accessory dwelling units, can work well in lower density areas.
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However, even if zoning regulations are supportive of more housing diversity,
developers may still be reluctant to build alternative housing types if such
projects seem riskier or less likely to yield adequate return on investment.
When land availability is constrained and demand is high, land costs will be
high. Developers must increase their income to compensate, which results in
higher rents and sale prices. This is especially true for land that must be
redeveloped. This land will likely command both a higher sale price than
vacant land and increased development costs. Other locally-based
development costs are factored into this equation, such as impact fees and
other infrastructure costs. Areas with high land and infrastructure costs but
low market rents and sale prices are not as likely to attract new
development.
While infill development in urban areas can be more expensive for the
developer compared to greenfield development, greenfield development can
result in high community costs to serve more distant development with
utilities, roads, and other infrastructure.
Specific recommendations in the HART report include:
•

Standardize buildable lands requirements so that it is easier to
analyze and compare information across jurisdictions. The use of GIS
and other modern tools, even at the state level, may help to get better
and more cost-effective information to base land use decisions on.

•

Provide dedicated and sufficient funding to the “buildable lands”
counties to develop new information on land capacity for development.
For example, an analysis identifying land suitable for development,
including land available with current infrastructure and land that
could become available with funded infrastructure.

•

Encourage cities to up-zone within their borders and reform their
development regulations to achieve minimum net urban densities and
accommodate new growth.

•

Provide support to local government to address resistance to growth.
This may include a policy at the state level, a requirement for
minimum densities for certain types of development, or data that local
jurisdictions can use to support a local decision.

Permitting, Construction and Regulation
Across the state, hard construction costs are rising rapidly, and developers
are not always able to achieve significant cost savings by developing in more
affordable markets. The construction industry contracted during the Great
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Recession and is still struggling to keep up with the need for skilled labor
required by today’s volume of development demand. This is particularly true
in rural areas.
Impact fees can affect the likelihood that land will develop, as well as price
levels. Cities have options to reduce fees for dedicated affordable housing
development but must cover the reduction with other public funds. Fees can
be deferred until final occupancy in some cases, which may help certain
development projects move forward.
Allowing developers to choose how much parking to provide, rather than
dictating parking requirements, is a way to reduce the cost of development
through regulation. Reducing the cost of development will not guarantee
affordability, but neither will it contribute to rising rents and pri ces.
In general, there is wide variation in development regulations between
jurisdictions. Because of this, some developers struggle to work in new
markets. Strategies like a Multifamily Tax Exemption (RCW 84.14) can help
ease some of these challenges.
Jurisdictions may give away underused publicly-owned land or sell it below
market to affordable housing developers. In addition to directly supporting
affordability goals, by providing the land at low or no cost, an affordable
housing developer is more likely to be able to build at a greater intensity
and/or serve a lower income population. In such cases, jurisdictions can make
a deal that also serves its needs for increased density or housing diversity.
Financing
Condominiums, townhouses, cottages and other alternatives are naturally
more likely to be affordable compared to traditional single family
development but may not be permitted or feasible in many single family
neighborhoods. Developers may struggle to secure financing for non traditional housing types, which is a limiting factor for jurisdictions looking
to encourage more diverse housing options. Condominiums are particularly
challenging to finance, and current liability laws that apply to condominiums
limit their production.

Regional Housing Dynamics
While the central Puget Sound region does not include Whatcom County, its
growth trends can have spillover effects in Whatcom. According to the Puget
Sound Regional Council (PSRC), the central Puget Sound region (King,
Kitsap, Pierce and Snohomish counties) is projected to add 830,000
households between 2018 and 2050. In order to serve future demand, the
region will have to produce about 20,500 units per year in 2018 and increase
to 30,300 units per year in 2050. While this rate was exceeded over the last
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few years, production fell far below it during the post-recession years. Even
more challenging, around 9,225 new units per year will have to serve
households with incomes below 80% of the area median income (AMI).
The average household size in the central Puget Sound region is forecasted to
decrease to 2.36 people by the year 2050, largely due to the aging Baby
Boomer generation. This dynamic is not unique to Puget Sound, and thus
Whatcom County could likely expect fewer persons per household, with a
greater demand for housing. The share of seniors is expected grow, which is
coupled with an increased demand for accessible housing and supportive
services. Nationally, the number of Millennial-headed households
(individuals born between the early 1980s and the mid-1990s to early 2000s)
is expected to triple by 2035, though this is projected to be less dramatic in
less affordable areas. The share of minority households and first and second generation immigrant households is also increasing.
The jobs-housing ratio across the Puget Sound was 1.31 in 2016. Greater
Seattle and East King County have higher concentrations of jobs relative to
the region, while areas such as Snohomish County have lower concentrations.
Households should generally spend no more than 45% of their income on
housing and transportation costs combined, according to the U.S.
Department Housing and Urban Development and generally accepted by all
social agencies. Across Puget Sound, the typical household spends 50% of its
income on housing and transportation. As households are forced out of areas
with high housing costs, they often end up with increasing transportation
costs as their commutes increase. This dynamic supports the need to
concentrate more housing options near employment centers.

Housing Needs in Whatcom County
According to the 2018 Whatcom County Annual Report on Homelessness, at
least 815 people in Whatcom County are experiencing homelessness at any
point in time. Of these 815 individuals, 174 met HUD’s criteria for chronic
homelessness, though due to information gathering barriers it is possible
more people meet these criteria. Of the 815 people counted, 384 were
unsheltered, meaning living in camps, cars, and other places not meant for
human habitation. This is highest number of unsheltered homeless people
counted since the point-in-time count began in 2008.
While there has been a 4% overall decrease in the number of people
experiencing homelessness in Whatcom County since 2008, the number has
been rising consistently since 2012. Approximately 18% of Whatcom County’s
homeless population is under 18. About 67% of homeless households reported
that their last stable home was located in Whatcom County. Bellingham was
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the most common last place of residence, followed by Ferndale, Lynden,
Maple Falls, Blaine, and Everson.
The potential reasons why an individual becomes homeless can be complex,
and 28% of homeless households surveyed in 2018 reported three or more
reasons for their homelessness. 44% of households cited eviction or loss of
housing as the reason for their homelessness, and 36% cited job loss or
unemployment.
There are racial disparities evident in the homeless population, as 15.3% of
those included in the 2018 count reported their race as American Indian or
Alaska Native, compared to 2.8% of all Whatcom County residents in recent
American Community Survey estimates. A higher share of the homeless
population also reported their race as Hispanic/Latino, Multi-racial, or Black
or African-American compared to the population overall.
The 2015 State of Washington Housing Needs Assessment found that a
Whatcom County household would have to earn at least 86% of the County
median income for a four-person household to afford fair market rents for a
three bedroom unit, and 67% of the median for one person to afford a one
bedroom unit. At that time, only 34% of the owner-occupied housing stock
was estimated affordable to a household earning the Countywide family
median income of $57,800.

Urban Growth Area Changes
According to the Washington Administrative Code, “the urban growth area
may not exceed the areas necessary to accommodate the growth management
planning projections, plus a reasonable land supply factor, or market factor.”
(WAC 365-196-310(2)(e)) In Buildable Lands counties where achieved
densities are found to be below planned densities, reasonable measures must
be employed before a UGA expansion can be considered.

Reasonable Measures
Buildable Lands counties are held to a higher standard than other counties
regarding expanding Urban Growth Areas if growth assumptions are not
being met. “Reasonable measures,” if required, must be adopted and
implemented before a UGA expansion can be considered in those jurisdictions
where achieved denities are found not to be below planned densities. (RCW
36.70A.215) The law and guidance is not clear on how far a County must go
with reasonable measures before a UGA expansion is possible. The State
Guidelines provide many examples of appropriate reasonable measures to be
considered.
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2. MARKET

AND

REGULATORY PROFILES

Whatcom County
This section provides information on Whatcom County as a whole, including
both incorporated and unincorporated areas. Exhibit 10 summarizes how
growth capacity was estimated and allocated by Urban Growth Area (UGA)
in the 2016 Land Capacity Analysis. As shown, only Birch Bay and Ferndale
were estimated to have population capacity deficits at that time. The Blaine
UGA had the most significant surplus, equal to 31.5% of its estimated total
capacity.
Exhibit 12. Population Growth Capacity and Allocations by UGA, 2016
Whatcom County Land Capacity Analysis Report
UGA

Surplus
(Deficit)

Surplus
Percent

Allocation
Growth
Share

Est. UGA Capacity

WCCP Allocation

33,006

31,050

1,956

5.9%

44.6%

Birch Bay

5,250

5,282

(32)

-0.6%

7.6%

Blaine

6,445

4,414

2,031

31.5%

6.3%

-

-

-

n/a

0.0%

Columbia Valley

1,377

1,345

32

2.3%

1.9%

Everson

1,305

1,242

63

4.8%

1.8%

Ferndale

6,538

6,833

(295)

-4.5%

9.8%

Lynden

6,472

6,403

69

1.1%

9.2%

Nooksack

1,001

990

11

1.1%

1.4%

884

874

10

1.1%

1.3%

62,278

58,433

3,845

6.2%

83.9%

Bellingham

Cherry Point

Sumas
UGA Total
Non-UGA
Total

11,217

16.1%

69,650

100.0%

Source: Whatcom County, 2016

Overall, Countywide growth from 2013-2018 occurred consistent with
projections. On an annual basis, the Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan’s
20-year population projection would equal 3,028 more people per year, which
would equate to a population of 220,941 in 2018. The State Office of
Financial Management estimated Whatcom County’s population was 220,350
in 2018. However, growth underperformed from 2013-2016, and then
exceeded the projected growth rate from 2016 onward. Whatcom County
growth is highly dependent upon migration, which means that growth can
vary significantly over time depending on economic and other conditions. If
recent stronger growth continues, Whatcom County would need to
accommodate more than 5,000 additional residents over what has been
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projected by the next comprehensive plan update (2024). However, if slower
growth returns, it could undershoot the 2024 projection (Exhibit 11).
Exhibit 13. Past and Projected Population Growth, Whatcom County, 20132024

Sources: Washington State Office of Financial Management (OFM), 2018; Whatcom County
Comprehensive Plan, 2016. Note: CAGR means compound annual growth rate.

Whatcom County added just under 9,600 jobs from 2013 to 2018. The sectors
with the most significant growth during this period were construction and
resources (34% growth); finance, insurance, and real estate (20%); and
manufacturing (13%). Retail was the only sector without significant growth.
(Exhibit 14)
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Exhibit 14. Covered Employment by Industry, Whatcom County, 2013-2018

Source: Washington Employment Security Department, 2019. Note: “FIRE” stands for Finance,
Insurance, and Real Estate. “WTU” stands for Wholesale Trade and Utilities. 2018 total is
based on the first quarter of 2018.

The 2016 Whatcom County Land Capacity Analysis Report estimated
capacity for 38,730 new jobs in Whatcom County’s UGAs. The Whatcom
County Comprehensive Plan estimated a need to accommodate 33,851 new
jobs in UGAs during the 20-year planning period, meaning that there is
sufficient capacity to accommodate future employment growth in the UGAs.
Capacity varies by UGA, however. While some UGAs have a large surplus,
Ferndale, Lynden, and Nooksack had deficits. (Exhibit 15)
Exhibit 16 shows how Whatcom County’s housing stock is divided between
the broad categories of single family housing, multifamily housing, and any
other type of housing. Homes in the “other” category include manufactured
homes and boats. Approximately 67% of Whatcom County’s existing housing
stock consists of single family homes.
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Exhibit 15. Employment Growth Capacity and Allocations by UGA, 2016
Whatcom County Land Capacity Analysis Report
UGA

Surplus
(Deficit)

Surplus
Percent

Allocation
Growth
Share

Est. UGA Capacity

WCCP Allocation

27,302

22,641

4,035

15.1%

61.1%

589

545

44

7.5%

1.5%

2,687

2,097

590

22.0%

5.7%

Cherry Point

951

890

61

6.4%

2.4%

Columbia Valley

376

359

17

4.5%

1.0%

Everson

758

602

156

20.6%

1.6%

Ferndale

3,807

4,000

(193)

-5.1%

10.8%

Lynden

1,694

2,157

(463)

-27.3%

5.8%

Nooksack

106

115

(9)

-8.5%

0.3%

Sumas

460

445

15

3.3%

1.2%

38,730

33,851

4,879

12.6%

91.4%

Bellingham
Birch Bay
Blaine

UGA Total
Non-UGA
Total

3,201

8.6%

37,052

100.0%

Source: Whatcom County, 2016

Exhibit 16. Housing Units by Type, Whatcom County, 2017

Source: US Census Bureau, ACS 2017 5-Year Estimates

A household is considered “housing cost-burdened” if it must devote more
than 30% of its income to housing expenses. Cost-burdened households are
less likely to have enough remaining income to cover basic expenses,
especially low-income households. Approximately 57% of Whatcom County’s
renter households are considered cost-burdened, along with about 26% of all
homeowners. (Exhibit 17)
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Exhibit 17. Housing Affordability by Tenure, Whatcom County, 2017

Source: US Census Bureau, ACS 2017 5-Year Estimates

Average home sale prices across Whatcom County have risen significantly in
the past two years. From 2016 to 2018, the average sale price per square foot
rose by 19%. In 2017, the average price per square foot rose above $200 for
the first time. (Exhibit 18)
Exhibit 18. Home Sale Summary, 2016-2018, Whatcom County
Units Sold
Avg. List Price
Avg. Sale Price
Median List Price
Median Sale Price
Average Days on Market
Average Square Feet
Average Price/Square Foot

2016
2,964
$351,282
$344,841
$319,900
$315,000
64
1,888
$183

2017
3,162
$383,646
$379,578
$344,450
$341,126
55
1,887
$201

2018
2,954
$423,367
$418,846
$382,000
$382,800
49
1,921
$218

Source: Troy Muljat, 2019

Since 2009, multifamily vacancy in Whatcom County has remained below 5%.
The current vacancy rate is characteristic of a very tight rental housing
market, despite vacancy rates rising to 3.5% in 2018 from a low of 2.2% in
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2016. While rents have been steadily climbing, they have not responded
significantly to dropping vacancy, and have not reached the heights seen in
surrounding regions. The current premium for newer construction is also
small. As of April 2019, the average asking rent for apartments built since
2014 is $1.39 per square foot per month, compared to $1.34 overall. While
beneficial for household affordability, new private development will not occur
if rent levels do not allow sufficient return on investment. (Exhibit 19)
Exhibit 19. Average Multifamily Asking Rent and Vacancy, Whatcom
County, 2009-2019

Source: CoStar, 2019

Exhibit 20. Average Multifamily Asking Rent by Number of Bedrooms,
Whatcom County, 2009-2019

Source: CoStar, 2019
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Exhibit 21 provides data on the age of multifamily units in Whatcom County
according to CoStar, a commercial real estate data service. The data covers
just over half of Whatcom County’s multifamily units, and skews toward its
larger complexes. According to CoStar, a large share of Whatcom County’s
existing multifamily housing stock was constructed between 1990 and 2009.
Exhibit 21. Age of Existing Multifamily Housing Stock, Whatcom County,
2019

Source: CoStar, 2019
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Over the past 10 years, rents for industrial and flex space have risen by 28%,
and vacancy is low. “Flex” spaces are intended to be versatile, and typically
combine office and light industrial uses. (Exhibit 22) Like multifamily, a
significant segment of Whatcom County’s industrial stock was built between
1990 and 2009. The pace of recent development has been slower. (Exhibit
23)
Exhibit 22. Average Industrial/Flex Rent and Vacancy, Whatcom County,
2009-2019

Source: CoStar, 2019

Exhibit 23. Age of Existing Industrial/Flex Space, Whatcom County, 2019

Source: CoStar, 2019
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Since 2009, net absorption for industrial space averaged 63,300 square feet
per year. This number represents the difference between space being
occupied and vacated – net absorption is negative when more space is being
vacated or coming on line than is being occupied during this same period.
When it is positive, space is being occupied at a faster rate. (Exhibit 24)
Exhibit 24. Net Industrial/Flex Absorption, Whatcom County, 2009-2019

Source: CoStar, 2019

While office vacancy has been declining since 2014, rents have not fluctuated
widely over the past 10 years (Exhibit 25). Net absorption has averaged
15,000 square feet per year since 2009. (Exhibit 26).
Exhibit 25. Average Office Rent and Vacancy, Whatcom County, 20092019

Source: CoStar, 2019
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Exhibit 26. Net Office Absorption, Whatcom County, 2009-2019

Source: CoStar, 2019

Retail vacancy has been dropping steadily since 2016, and is currently very
low. Rents have risen slowly since 2012. (Exhibit 27) Net absorption has
averaged 73,000 square feet per year since 2009. (Exhibit 28).
Exhibit 27. Average Retail Rent and Vacancy, Whatcom County, 20092019

Source: CoStar, 2019
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Exhibit 28. Net Retail Absorption, Whatcom County, 2009-2019

Source: CoStar, 2019
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Bellingham
Plan Overview
Bellingham is the largest population and employment center in Whatcom
County. It features various industrial and commercial activities and is the
regional center for emergency and outpatient healthcare. The city is also
home to Western Washington University, Whatcom Community College, and
Bellingham Technical College. The city plans to grow using compact
development and infill within the city limits while preserving the character
of its single family residential neighborhoods.
For infill development, the city encourages a variety of small-scale housing
types such as accessory dwelling units, cottages, cohousing, townhomes, zero
lot line, and small lot housing. In denser areas, Bellingham organizes multi
family housing, employment, services and commercial activity into walkable
urban villages, which are linked by high-frequency transit corridors.
Approximately a quarter of the city is zoned for commercial and industrial
development. Marine and heavy industry is primarily located along the
waterfront. Commercial activities are most concentrated in urban villages
but are also spread throughout the city, such as corner stores in residential
neighborhoods. The city plans to avoid auto-oriented strip malls in favor of
denser, mixed use development accessible without a car.
Across Bellingham, the city will encourage healthy lifestyles through walking
and biking infrastructure and outdoor amenities. In addition, the city plans
for the wide range of ages among residents, including young children, college
students and the increasing elderly population.
Population and Housing Growth
Since 2013, growth has taken place at a similar rate to the projection overall.
Bellingham grew more than twice as fast from 2016-2018 compared with
2013-2016. Depending on which trend is more dominant moving forward, the
City may overshoot its growth projection. (Exhibit 29)
Approximately 46% of Bellingham’s housing stock is multifamily housing, the
highest share in Whatcom County (Exhibit 30). In addition to having a high
share of multifamily overall, the City also has a high share of large
multifamily developments: 17.6% of Bellingham’s housing units are in
developments having 20 or more units.
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Exhibit 29. Past and Projected Population Growth, Bellingham UGA, 20132024

Sources: Washington State OFM, 2018; Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan, 2016. Note:
Includes population inside the city limits and in the adjacent unincorporated portion of the
city UGA.

Exhibit 30. Housing Units by Type, City of Bellingham, 2017

Source: US Census Bureau, ACS 2017 5-Year Estimates

To accommodate growth, the City plans to increase the share of multifamily
housing. Because the City has few unencumbered large parcels, it must also
encourage more infill development. Its UGA was established independent of
environmental constraints, and a large share is impacted by wetlands and
other critical areas, limiting opportunities outside current City limits. To
address these challenges, the City has designated six urban villages to
concentrate and accommodate the highest densities within city limits.
While it may be challenging to find sufficient land for growth in the future, in
recent years Bellingham has recovered from significant reductions in
development during the recession. Recent production has not reached the
heights experienced in 2000 and 2003-2005, however. From 2013-2018,
multifamily represented 73% of all newly-permitted units. (Exhibit 31)
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Exhibit 31. Newly-Permitted Units by Type, City of Bellingham, 2000-2018

Source: City of Bellingham, 2019

Bellingham’s rental market is heavily influenced by its large student
population, and more than half of its households are renters. Approximately
11,000 Bellingham renter households are cost-burdened, which is 59% of all
renter households. Nearly 4,000 homeowners are cost-burdened, or 25% of
homeowners. (Exhibit 32)
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Exhibit 32. Housing Affordability by Tenure, City of Bellingham, 2017

Source: US Census Bureau, ACS 2017 5-Year Estimates

Affordability challenges have increased in recent years. According to a 2018
study of the city center’s housing market, inflation-adjusted rents increased
from 11-20% from 2011 to 2018 in Downtown Bellingham, depending on unit
size. In 2018, the vacancy rate was 0.55% downtown and 2.05% Citywide.
Both rates are extremely low. For comparison, a vacancy rate around 5% is
considered “healthy”.
While the number of home sales in Bellingham dropped from 2016-2018,
prices are rising. During this period, the average sale price per square foot
rose by 22%, and the average days on market dropped by 20%. (Exhibit 33)
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Exhibit 33. Home Sale Summary, 2016-2018, Bellingham
2016
1,148
$425,748
$418,903
$366,250
$363,233
47
1,977
$212

Units Sold
Avg. List Price
Avg. Sale Price
Median List Price
Median Sale Price
Average Days on Market
Average SF
Average Price/SF

2017
1,034
$467,954
$465,243
$397,000
$398,513
39
2,010
$231

2018
966
$523,721
$520,979
$449,000
$449,450
38
2,019
$258

Source: Troy Muljat, 2019

According to Bellingham’s 2018 Consolidated Plan, the City’s homeless
population has increased by 50% over the past five years. The Plan has
identified shortfalls in affordable housing for several specific groups,
particularly people with disabilities, mental health issues, or addiction
issues; homeless single adults; single-parent households; and elderly
households.
The Plan identified higher concentrations of poverty in specific
neighborhoods which also corresponded with higher minority populations. In
addition, minority households at certain income levels are disproportionately
cost burdened relative to the general population.
Exhibit 34. New Residential Construction by Year, City of Bellingham, 20022014
Year
2002
2003
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008
2009
2010
2011
2012
2013
2014

Single Family
223
266
333
200
142
192
71
50
64
81
104
144
135

Duplex

Multifamily

40
30
14
26
10
22
0
4
0
8
2
8
24

Total Units
375
709
748
627
175
261
76
23
9
111
64
269
384

636
1005
1095
853
327
475
147
77
72
200
170
421
543

Const. Value
(1,000s)
61,208
101,356
116,392
96,397
45,375
67,992
21,748
16,999
15,972
28,048
32,446
65,046
73,680

Source: Whatcom County Real Estate Research Report, 2015

WHATCOM COUNTY REVIEW
AND EVALUATION PROGRAM

JUNE 11, 2019

PAGE 40

Blaine
Plan Overview
The City of Blaine has a small-town atmosphere and notable infrastructure
assets. It has access to I-5, two state highways (SR 543 and SR 548), a public
harbor and the U.S.-Canada border crossing.
The city will encourage infill development before expanding into new areas.
It hopes to attract new businesses, housing, and recreational opportunities
by redeveloping the downtown waterfront. Medium and high density
residential development will be located near arterials and commercial and
employment centers, while low density is planned for existing residential
areas or areas that are precluded from higher density development.
Commercial areas will be located near existing commercial activity as long as
there is sufficient separation, in order to avoid commercial strip
development. Industrial areas are to have direct access to arterials and be
separated from residential areas.
Blaine’s comprehensive plan also prioritizes physical activity, retaining the
distinct character of the town and its neighborhoods, and supporting its
aging population.
Exhibit 35. Past and Projected Population Growth, Blaine UGA, 2013-2024

Sources: Washington State OFM, 2018; Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan, 2016. Note:
Includes population inside the city limits and in the adjacent unincorporated portion of the
city UGA.
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Population and Housing Growth
Overall, Blaine has not kept pace with its growth target since 2013, although
growth increased significantly since 2016. The City may achieve projected
growth if this trend continues. (Exhibit 33) However, much of the City’s
planned housing capacity is contained in two planned unit developments in
east Blaine, which currently have significant utility gaps. Recent funding
secured from the State will assist in the extension of utilities as anticipated
in the East Blaine Infrastructure Plan. Until these gaps are addressed, only
rural densities will be achievable in these areas.
Approximately 74% of Blaine’s housing stock is composed of single family
units. (Exhibit 36) The City is considering multiple policy options and tools
to encourage more housing diversity. Blaine has a high share of homeowner
households to accompany its high share of single family homes. Less than
half of its households are considered cost-burdened, including renters and
homeowners. (Exhibit 37)
Exhibit 36. Housing Units by Type, City of Blaine, 2017

Source: US Census Bureau, ACS 2017 5-Year Estimates

WHATCOM COUNTY REVIEW
AND EVALUATION PROGRAM

JUNE 11, 2019

PAGE 42

Exhibit 37. Housing Affordability by Tenure, City of Blaine, 2017

Source: US Census Bureau, ACS 2017 5-Year Estimates

From 2016-2018, the average home sale price per square foot in Blaine and
Birch Bay rose by 19%. During this same period, the average number of days
a home was on the market before selling dropped by 19 days. (Exhibit 38)
Exhibit 38. Home Sale Summary, 2016-2018, Blaine/Birch Bay
Units Sold
Avg. List Price
Avg. Sale Price
Median List Price
Median Sale Price
Average Days on Market
Average SF
Average Price/SF

2016
421
$316,412
$308,986
$275,000
$273,000
78
1,816
$170

2017
384
$356,988
$348,730
$299,500
$298,450
66
1,815
$192

2018
354
$375,705
$367,991
$332,500
$330,000
59
1,814
$203

Source: Troy Muljat, 2019
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Exhibit 39. New Residential Construction by Year, City of Blaine, 1996-2014
Year Single Family Duplex Multifamily Total Units Const. Value (1,000s)
1996
1997
1998
1999
2000
2001

20
26
29
24
22
28

8
6
6
8
3
0

8
4
3
11
3
6

36
36
38
43
28
34

5,150
7,030
6,990
8,298
6,131
6,777

2002
2003
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008
2009
2010
2011
2012
2013
2014

34
52
73
72
29
15
22
20
18
21
11
31
12

0
12
0
28
0
2
0
4
6
0
8
8
4

10
7
46
21
66
0
9
0
4
0
18
0
0

44
71
119
121
95
17
31
24
28
21
37
39
16

7,955
11,661
18,952
23,183
20,546
4,701
7,183
4,576
4,677
4,411
8,183
8,023
4,164

Source: Whatcom County Real Estate Research Report, 2015
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Everson
Plan Overview
According to its comprehensive plan, Everson is a small town with a rural
atmosphere. Everson plans to encourage physical activity by improving
walkability and developing outdoor recreation opportunities. The city also
plans to build a compact urban commercial area and higher density housing
near the downtown commercial core and along major roads. The city predicts
that two-thirds of necessary residential growth can be met through infill.
The city wants more commercial and industrial development to provide
increased access to services for residents, a larger tax base, and more local
employment. Major constraints on future growth are that Everson’s existing
UGA is significantly impacted by floodplains, and opportunities for UGA
expansion are limited by surrounding floodplain, agricultural and m ineral
resource lands.
Population and Housing Growth
Overall, population growth in Everson has occurred below the projection
since 2013. The growth rate increased significantly since 2017, and Everson’s
population could soon regain pace with the projection if the trend continues.
(Exhibit 40)
Exhibit 40. Past and Projected Population Growth, Everson UGA, 2013-2024

Sources: Washington State OFM, 2018; Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan, 2016
Note: Includes population inside the city limits and in the adjacent unincorporated portion of
the city UGA.
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Everson’s housing mix is similar to Blaine in terms of broad type. Single
family homes account for 74% of all units. (Exhibit 41) Everson has nearly
twice as many homeowners as renter households. Nearly half of its renter
households are cost-burdened compared to approximately 20% of
homeowners. (Exhibit 42)

Exhibit 41. Housing Units by Type, City of Everson, 2017

Source: US Census Bureau, ACS 2017 5-Year Estimates

Exhibit 42. Housing Affordability by Tenure, City of Everson, 2017

Source: US Census Bureau, ACS 2017 5-Year Estimates
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Exhibit 43. New Residential Construction by Year, City of Everson, 19962014
Year Single Family Duplex Multifamily Total Units

Const. Value (1,000s)

1996
1997
1998
1999

7
4
6
4

1
0
0
0

0
0
0
0

8
4
6
4

741
406
645
409

2000
2001
2002
2003

3
3
10
6

0
0
0
0

0
0
0
0

3
3
10
6

353
388
1,508
941

2004
2005
2006
2007
2008
2009

9
14
11
6
2
4

2
0
5
6
6
0

0
0
2
0
0
3

11
14
18
12
8
7

1,994
2,534
3,488
2,248
565
1,063

2010
2011
2012
2013
2014

5
0
3
2
4

1
0
0
4
0

0
9
0
0
0

6
9
3
6
4

1,418
1,348
656
1,083
1,128

Source: Whatcom County Real Estate Research Report, 2015
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Ferndale
Plan Overview
According to the city’s comprehensive plan, Ferndale will grow and become
denser, adding multistory buildings downtown and commercial and retail
development near the freeway that will serve the wider region. Lot
clustering, multifamily, mixed-use and infill development will be used to
achieve more density downtown. Downtown development depends on
maintaining an attractive environment, walkability and a mix of business,
cultural and civic attractions. Additional residential growth is planned along
Portal Way and LaBounty Drive, in the northern and southern portions of
the city, respectively.
Ferndale has adequate capacity for projected growth, but there are other
factors which will complicate the city’s development. Capital project
upgrades, water rights, aging populations and climate change are challenges
cited in the comprehensive plan. The city has also identified Critical Areas as
part of the Critical Areas Ordinance (Ferndale Municipal Code Title 16).
These are the shoreline, fish and wildlife habitat conservation areas,
stormwater runoff and erosion control, and floodplain management.
Exhibit 44. Past and Projected Population Growth, Ferndale UGA, 20132024

Sources: Washington State OFM, 2018; Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan, 2016
Note: Includes population inside the city limits and in the adjacent unincorporated portion of
the city UGA.
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Population and Housing Growth
Ferndale has kept close pace with its growth projection since 2013. Today,
Ferndale has fewer unconstrained parcels available which are also fully
served by utilities. It is possible that this could limit population growth from
continuing at the same pace. (Exhibit 44)
Around a quarter of Ferndale’s housing is multifamily, though most of that
housing is in less dense development types. Only 3.4% of the City’s housing
stock is composed of apartments in developments with at least 20 units. The
City has the highest share of mobile homes out of Whatcom County cities,
with 8% of its total housing stock. While mobile homes can provide a
naturally more affordable home ownership option, mobile homeowners in
parks with rented spaces are vulnerable to displacement. (Exhibit 45)
Exhibit 45. Housing Units by Type, City of Ferndale, 2017

Source: US Census Bureau, ACS 2017 5-Year Estimates

The City is working to encourage more dense infill development in its
downtown and surrounding areas, but development in that area is much
more expensive due to aging infrastructure and high site acquisition costs.
Nearly 60% of Ferndale’s renter households are considered cost-burdened, as
are 21% of its homeowners. (Exhibit 46)
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Exhibit 46. Housing Affordability by Tenure, City of Ferndale, 2017

Source: US Census Bureau, ACS 2017 5-Year Estimates

From 2016-2018, the average home sale price per square foot in Ferndale
rose by 20%. (Exhibit 47)
Exhibit 47. Home Sale Summary, 2016-2018, Ferndale
Units Sold
Avg. List Price
Avg. Sale Price
Median List Price
Median Sale Price
Average Days on Market
Average SF
Average Price/SF

2016
523
$333,359
$328,247
$317,900
$314,000
64
1,915
$172

2017
461
$366,203
$363,203
$348,500
$340,900
56
1,935
$188

2018
456
$402,067
$398,224
$378,500
$373,500
49
1,937
$206

Source: Troy Muljat, 2019
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Exhibit 48. New Residential Construction, City of Ferndale, 1996-2014

1996

63

2

6

71

Const. Value
(1,000s)
5,024

1997
1998

82
78

0
0

51
0

133
78

9,420
7,323

1999
2000

101
150

0
0

1
0

102
150

6,321
6,159

2001
2002
2003
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008
2009
2010
2011
2012
2013
2014

48
94
90
116
164
N.A.
58
56
60
55
89
115
97
62

1
0
0
0
0

0
0
0
4
0

49
94
90
120
164

5,240
14,612
15,204
25,931
20,753

0
4
0
0
2
0
7
6

35
18
12
22
3
24
43
4

93
78
72
77
94
139
147
72

13,901
14,087
12,826
12,964
18,262
30,956
29,250
14,712

Year

Single
Family

Duplex Multifamily

Total
Units

Source: Whatcom County Real Estate Research Report, 2015
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Lynden
Plan Overview
According to the Lynden Comprehensive Plan, the city will prioritize infill
development in order to maintain its small, agricultural town atmosphere
while preserving natural resources and environmentally important areas.
The city also seeks to promote physical activity and health through outdoor
spaces, supporting walkability and non-motorized transportation between
neighborhoods and commercial centers. To accommodate growth and increase
density, Lynden expects the single family to multifamily ratio for new
residential units to adjust from 4:1 to 3:2.
The Whatcom County Council adopted an ordinance in 2016 that added 155
acres of UGA reserve to the Lynden UGA to accommodate expected
residential growth. This area is between Double Ditch Road and SR 539. The
city has sufficient capacity for residential growth but has a land deficit for
commercial and industrial growth.
Exhibit 49. Past and Projected Population Growth, Lynden UGA, 2013-2024

Sources: Washington State OFM, 2018; Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan, 2016
Note: Includes population inside the city limits and in the adjacent unincorporated portion of
the city UGA.
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Population and Housing Growth
Lynden’s population growth has tracked closely with its projection, with an
uptick starting in 2017. If this trend continues, the City will outpace
projected growth. (Exhibit 49) It also has few easily developable parcels
remaining, with many impacted by physical factors and critical areas. A flood
hazard zone may be implemented for a portion of Lynden’s UGA (Pepin
Creek Subarea), which would significantly impact development potential in
that area. The City is also working to secure additional water rights to serve
future growth and is operating under an MOA with the Department of
Ecology to advance this goal.
Approximately 26% of Lynden’s housing stock is composed of multifamily
units and the City reports increased development appetite for multifamily
housing in recent years. (Exhibit 50) However, this interest is mostly for
lower density developments, often well below the maximum density allowed
by zoning.
Exhibit 50. Housing Units by Type, City of Lynden, 2017

Source: US Census Bureau, ACS 2017 5-Year Estimates

Nearly twice as many households in Lynden are homeowners than are
renters. More than half of Lynden’s renters are cost-burdened, compared to
24% of homeowners. (Exhibit 51)
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Exhibit 51. Housing Affordability by Tenure, City of Lynden, 2017

Source: US Census Bureau, ACS 2017 5-Year Estimates

From 2016 to 2019, the average sale price per square foot rose by 19% in
Lynden. The 2018 average home size sold, 2,267 square feet, is the highest
among the communities studied in this particular data. It’s also 8.5% higher
than the average home size sold in 2016. (Exhibit 52)
Exhibit 52. Home Sale Summary, 2016-2018, Lynden
Units Sold
Avg. List Price
Avg. Sale Price
Median List Price
Median Sale Price
Average Days on Market
Average SF
Average Price/SF

2016
260
$343,302
$336,618
$315,250
$311,000
55
2,090
$161

2017
320
$383,495
$380,396
$356,400
$350,000
47
2,089
$182

2018
266
$442,102
$433,928
$396,950
$391,000
47
2,267
$191

Source: Troy Muljat, 2019
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Exhibit 53. New Residential Construction, City of Lynden, 1996-2014
Year
1996

Single
Duplex Multifamily
Family
104
0
168

Total
Units
272

Const. Value
(1,000s)
9,225

1997
1998

86
89

12
6

122
26

220
121

8,553
9,554

1999
2000

73
92

2
4

14
0

89
96

7,682
10,976

2001
2002
2003
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008
2009
2010
2011
2012
2013
2014

87
87
139
107
104
83
51
39
38
60
85
73
55
47

6
2
38
18
14
24
14
16
4
0
6
14
6
8

7
5
35
19
42
4
0
4
0
8
44
19
56
35

100
94
212
144
160
111
65
59
42
68
135
106
117
90

12,055
12,340
24,655
20,289
27,602
21,644
13,185
9,965
8,124
11,364
23,537
21,872
45,193
15,329

Source: Whatcom County Real Estate Research Report, 2015
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Nooksack
Plan Overview
Nooksack is a small rural town with large lots and significant agricultural
land within city limits. Nooksack will prioritize development on unplatted
land before infilling, although only 33 of the city’s 443 acres (7%) are
expected to remain open or agricultural space. To accommodate projected
growth, the city will require higher density in these newly developed areas
and remove requirements for alleyways and wide streets. The plan notes that
market forces have driven smaller lots in recent subdivisions. The share of
commercial and industrial land within Nooksack city limits is below typical
levels for a city this size (according to American Planning Association).
As part of the 2016 comprehensive plan update, Whatcom County and the
City of Nooksack increased the amount of industrial and commercial land in
the UGA, including adding 29 acres north of the Tom Road for industrial
development and 10 acres south of S. Pass Road for commercial. With these
additions, the city has adequate residential and employment land capacity.
UGA expansion opportunities are limited by surrounding agricultural lands
and floodplains.
Exhibit 54. Past and Projected Population Growth, Nooksack UGA, 20132024

Sources: Washington State OFM, 2018; Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan, 2016
Note: Includes population inside the city limits and in the adjacent unincorporated portion of
the city UGA.
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Population and Housing Growth
The City of Nooksack’s recent population growth has lagged below the overall
growth projection. Its growth rate has not kept pace with the projection and
has slowed further since 2015.
Nooksack’s existing housing stock predominantly consists of single family
homes. (Exhibit 55) Nooksack households are more likely to be homeowners
compared to other Whatcom County cities. Just under a quarter of Nooksack
homeowners are cost-burdened, while more than half of its renter households
are cost-burdened. (Exhibit 56)
Exhibit 55. Housing Units by Type, City of Nooksack, 2017

Source: US Census Bureau, ACS 2017 5-Year Estimates

Exhibit 56. Housing Affordability by Tenure, City of Nooksack, 2017

Source: US Census Bureau, ACS 2017 5-Year Estimates
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From 2016-2018, the average home sale price per square foot rose by 20% in
the Nooksack Valley region. (Exhibit 57)
Exhibit 57. Home Sale Summary, 2016-2018, Nooksack Valley
Units Sold
Avg. List Price
Avg. Sale Price
Median List Price
Median Sale Price
Average Days on Market
Average SF
Average Price/SF

2016
114
$278,979
$273,170
$272,250
$265,450
67
1,765
$155

2017
154
$345,882
$340,120
$294,750
$289,125
59
1,890
$180

2018
139
$331,777
$328,303
$329,000
$325,000
42
1,764
$186

Source: Troy Muljat, 2019

Exhibit 58. New Residential Construction, City of Nooksack, 1996-2014
Year

Single
Family

Duplex Multifamily

Total
Units

Const. Value
(1,000s)

1996
1997
1998
1999
2000
2001
2002
2003
2004

5
4
5
5
2
1
5
3
15

0
0
0
4
3
0
0
0
0

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

5
4
5
9
5
1
5
3
15

370
344
1,787
675
198
52
234
265
1,776

2005
2006

17
22

0
0

0
0

17
22

2,503
2,913

2007
2008

22
20

0
0

0
0

22
20

2,997
3,440

2009
2010

29
2

0
0

0
0

29
2

5,165
288

2011
2012

5
10

0
0

0
0

5
10

895
1,590

2013
2014

8
10

0
0

0
0

8
10

1,800
1,850

Source: Whatcom County Real Estate Research Report, 2015
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Sumas
Plan Overview
The City of Sumas Comprehensive Plan envisions the city as a small, rural,
town with spacious residential areas. Sumas plans to encourage infill and a
mix of residential densities to accommodate growth. Part of the
unincorporated UGA south of Sumas may pursue annexation but would
require large sewer investments.
The plan states that commercial activity in Sumas should be geographically
contained, centrally-located and walkable, and benefit both residents and
through-traffic. Sumas has a high concentration of trucking traffic due to its
24-hour border crossing with Canada. The city plans to cater specifically to
these customers, but on a limited basis and in a geographically contained
area. The bulk of the City’s commercial lands are planned for businesses that
serve local residents.
Sumas also has an unusually high concentration of industrial firms for a
small town. Transportation and utilities infrastructure, proximity to Canada,
and general support from residents makes Sumas well-equipped to
accommodate industrial growth. The city plans to prioritize industries that
will create local employment. Example industries include intermodal
facilities, warehousing, manufacturing, and electric co-generation.
Exhibit 59. Past and Projected Population Growth, Sumas UGA, 2013-2024

Sources: Washington State OFM, 2018; Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan, 2016
Note: Includes population inside the city limits and in the adjacent unincorporated portion of
the city UGA.
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Population and Housing Growth
Population growth in Sumas has varied year to year since 2013. Overall,
growth is tracking below the projection, but not far below it. The City has
seen recent periods of faster and slower growth. If the recent uptick in
residential development continues, the City could still achieve its growth
target. (Exhibit 59)
Sumas has also been attractive for industrial development in recent years.
However, preliminary FEMA floodway maps include nearly all Downtown
Sumas in the proposed floodway. This would severely restrict opportunities
to develop the City’s existing commercial and industrial capacity. The City is
surrounded by resource lands with limited possibilities for changes to the
existing UGA footprint.
Around a quarter of Sumas’ existing housing stock consists of multifamily
housing. (Exhibit 60) Just under half of its renter households are considered
cost-burdened, while almost 40% of its owner households are. The City’s
homeowner cost burden share is higher than in other Whatcom County cities,
while its renter cost burden share is similar or lower than in other cities.
(Exhibit 61)
Exhibit 60. Housing Units by Type, City of Sumas, 2017

Source: US Census Bureau, ACS 2017 5-Year Estimates
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Exhibit 61. Housing Affordability by Tenure, City of Sumas, 2017

Source: US Census Bureau, ACS 2017 5-Year Estimates
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Exhibit 62. New Residential Construction, City of Sumas, 1996-2014
Year

Single
Family

Duplex Multifamily

Total
Units

Const. Value
(1,000s)

1996

3

0

0

3

270

1997
1998

8
1

0
0

0
0

8
1

654
90

1999
2000

3
5

0
0

4
8

7
13

455
964

2001
2002
2003
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008
2009
2010
2011
2012
2013
2014

1
2
10
13
24
13
4
7
2
3
3
2
4
5

0
0
0
0
1
4
4
0
1
0
0
2
0
0

0
0
16
0
2
1
4
4
0
0
0
3
0
0

1
2
26
13
27
18
12
11
3
3
3
7
4
5

94
228
2,481
2,047
4,219
3,330
1,318
1,329
642
318
380
494
653
982

Source: Whatcom County Real Estate Research Report, 2015
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Unincorporated UGAs
Birch Bay
Birch Bay was formed as a resort and retirement community, but has
attracted more year-round residents over time. Birch Bay is unique in that it
is a wholly unincorporated UGA yet has a population larger than four of
Whatcom County’s cities. Its recent population growth has been slower than
the projected growth trajectory. (Exhibit 63) Whatcom County completed a
study in 2008 that concluded that it would be financially feasible for Birch
Bay to incorporate, but there have been no attempts since an unsuccessful
effort in 1992.
Exhibit 63. Past and Projected Population Growth, Birch Bay UGA, 20132024

Sources: Washington State OFM, 2018; Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan, 2016
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Exhibits 64 and 65 provide data on housing characteristics for the Birch
Bay Census Designated Place (CDP), which is larger in area than the Birch
Bay UGA but fully encompasses the UGA’s urbanized area. The Birch Bay
CDP’s housing stock is 70% single family homes. Approximately 36% of
homeowners are cost burdened, compared to 42% of renters. While the CDP
has a low share of permanent renters, approximately 1,450 of its 5,719 units
are vacant and classified as used for seasonal, recreational, or occasional use.

Exhibit 64. Housing Units by Type, Birch Bay CDP, 2017

Source: US Census Bureau, ACS 2017 5-Year Estimates

Exhibit 65. Housing Affordability by Tenure, Birch Bay CDP, 2017

Source: US Census Bureau, ACS 2017 5-Year Estimates
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Cherry Point
The Cherry Point UGA is an industrial area that is home to two oil refineries
and an aluminum smelter. These uses own 4,400 acres out of the 7,000 total
in Cherry Point. There is an undeveloped 1,500 acre tract designated for
industrial development. There are currently only a few homes in the Cherry
Point UGA, and no additional residential development is planned to occur,
due to incompatibility with the adjacent industrial uses.
Cherry Point is an important employment center. The current Whatcom
County Comprehensive Plan has allocated 890 jobs to Cherry Point, and the
current Land Capacity Analysis estimated capacity for 951 jobs.

Columbia Valley
The Columbia Valley UGA is the most populous area in eastern Whatcom
County. It includes two large subdivisions, and from 2000 to 2013 the UGA
population increased by 30%. Over the years Columbia Valley has evolved
from a second home vacation destination toward a year-round community.
The Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan recognizes its potential to
eventually establish a viable town center.
Columbia Valley’s recent growth has tracked closely with its projection. Since
2016, growth has been taking place more rapidly. If this trend continues, the
population could exceed projections slightly by 2024. (Exhibit 66)
Exhibit 66. Past and Projected Population Growth, Columbia Valley UGA,
2013-2024

Sources: Washington State OFM, 2018; Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan, 2016
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Exhibits 67 and 68 provide housing data for the Peaceful Valley CDP, an
area which encompasses most of the UGA. The Peaceful Valley CDP’s
housing stock is 34% in the “Other” category, which completely consists of
manufactured homes. The CDP’s share of renters, 40% of all households, is
relatively high share compared to other communities in eastern Whatcom
County, including Sumas (35%), Nooksack (24%), and Everson (26%).
Approximately 50% of renters are cost burdened, along with 39% of
homeowners.
Exhibit 67. Housing Units by Type, Peaceful Valley CDP, 2017

Source: US Census Bureau, ACS 2017 5-Year Estimates

Exhibit 68. Housing Affordability by Tenure, Peaceful Valley CDP, 2017

Source: US Census Bureau, ACS 2017 5-Year Estimates
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3. KEY ISSUES

AND

QUESTIONS

The Growth Management Act’s “Review and Evaluation Program” provisions
require Whatcom County and the cities to issue a buildable lands report by
June 30, 2021 (RCW 36.70A.215(2)(b)). The buildable lands report will
inform the comprehensive plan updates, which are due by June 30, 2024
(RCW 36.70A.130(5)). Throughout the process of developing the buildable
lands report, the County and cities will need to address a number of key
issues and questions, including but not limited to the following:
1. Maintaining uniformity in the format and data collected by the County
and cities, including the start date and end date for data collection for
the buildable lands report.
2. The buildable lands analysis and the land capacity analysis will be
two separate reports issued at different times. However, can a single
methodology and spreadsheet format be used for both the buildable
lands analysis and land capacity analysis, recognizing that the
planning periods and some inputs into the spreadsheets would be
different?
3. What methods should be employed to determine market factors for the
County and each city? Should land owner surveys of each jurisdiction
be conducted?
4. Should critical areas buffers be deducted from the residential land
supply? How do mitigation banking and clustering affect this issue?
5. Each jurisdiction will individually determine whether reasonable
measures are required under the Growth Management Act for their
jurisdiction. Should the buildable lands report, issued jointly by the
County and cities, set parameters for when reasonable measures are
required? If so, how closely would achieved densities/past
development need to match planned densities/development to avoid
triggering reasonable measures?
6. The County and cities should adopt the buildable lands report by
resolution or ordinance in 2021 to start the 60-day appeal period
under RCW 36.70A.290(2). Should the county and city
resolutions/ordinances adopting the buildable lands report state
whether the jurisdiction must adopt reasonable measures in the
comprehensive plan/development regulation updates by 2024?
7. In light of city policies that generally prohibit sewer extensions
outside city limits into UGAs, how do city annexation plans and
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actions facilitate “unlocking” land for urban residential development
in city UGAs?
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