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My father instilled in me an appreciation for farmland at a
young age. I grew up on a farm in southern Michigan, in an
area of abundant agriculture. As a child, I explored the corn
fields, picked apples, and gorged myself on raspberries.
I eagerly awaited the sprouting of the seeds I had sown,
nurtured my tiny plants, and watched with pride as my
pumpkins grew large for the county fair.
My upbringing taught me that farmland is essential for our
culture’s way of life. We rely on food and products grown
throughout the world. I was lucky to see firsthand where
some of these were produced. Now as an adult, I am grateful
to be living in another vibrant agricultural community, in
Whatcom County.
I learned to appreciate agriculture at a young age, but it wasn’t
until I started working for Whatcom County that I began to
understand the full value of farmland. This value is immense.
There are so many benefits to having local farmland, making
so many reasons we need to ensure its existence.
continued next page...
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The Value of Farmland (cont.)
Here are a few benefits to local farmland:

Supporting
the Local
Economy

Everybody eats. When we buy food locally, we circulate our money in our
community. When you buy local products, you pay the retailer, the distributor,
the processor, the farmer, and all the workers involved in the network. You
support local jobs.

Maintaining
Scenic
Vistas

Who enjoys the view of Mount Baker? The protection of open spaces
maintains our scenic views. Also, the preservation of farms ensures our
county’s rural character, which is a highly valued trait and a reason so many
choose to live here.

Protecting
Natural
Resources

Natural resources include water, air, soil, minerals, plants, and animals. The
health of these resources is essential for agriculture, and as such, farmers
strive to be good stewards of the land. Many farms have forested stream
buffers for salmon habitat, utilize cover crops to improve soil health, and
recycle nutrients for the continued cycle of life.

Combating
Climate
Change

Our climate is changing at a fast rate, due to human activities. We can limit
and mitigate our production of greenhouse gases (gases that absorb and
radiate heat). When we buy local food, we reduce transportation emissions.
When best farm practices are followed, like those mentioned above, farms are
storing carbon in the ground.

Improving
Human
Health

Access to local food improves the health of our community. Multiple studies
have shown that an increased number of farmers markets correlates with
decreased obesity and mortality. Locally grown food is healthy food.

There are multiple issues at play which are threatening agriculture. While Whatcom County manages
a program to protect farmland from development, it is only one tool. There are multiple other threats:
rising land prices, extreme weather, and questionable water availability. For us to continue to have a
vibrant agricultural community, everyone needs to work together on solutions.
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KEYNOTE PANEL:
Starting & nurturing a

successful farm business
Katie Pencke of Alluvial Farms
Marie Haggerty of Fair Cow’s Path Farm
Elizabeth Hayes of Cloud Mountain Farm Center
Allison Trimble of Coastal Realty
“This project has been funded wholly or in part by the United States Environmental Protection Agency under assistance agreement PC-01J18001-6 to the Washington State Department of Health. The contents of this
document do not necessarily reflect the views and policies of the Environmental Protection Agency, nor does mention of trade names or commercial products constitute endorsement or recommendation for use.”

Whatcom County Conservation Easement Program
The
Conservation
Easement
Program (CEP) is a voluntary
program that compensates property
owners for the value of their unused
development rights. This is done
through the placement of permanent
conservation
easements.
These
legal agreements protect farmland,
forestland, and important ecological
areas from an increasing threat
of development and conversion.

For more information,
contact the Program Administrator:
Phone: 360-778-5956
Email: rsnijder@whatcomcounty.us

1,668

Acres of Farmland &
Forestland Protected

Conservation Easements Often
Purchased for $2,500- $8,000
Per Acre (Offer based on appraisal. Values vary
due to zoning and location.)

Funded 47% by Conservation
Futures and 53% by Grants

or visit
www.whatcomcounty.us/573
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What are Wetlands and Why are They Important?
By Erin Page

WOW. What a winter we had. Water, water everywhere. The floodwaters changed they way we
think about our surroundings and how unpredictable they may be. So many livestock lost, so many
homes destroyed. It appears there is just no place for the water to go when the heavy rains arrive on
top of already fully saturated soils. You may be thinking, “Well the river crested and that is why we
flooded.” That is true. But, consider this: What if there were more wetlands on the landscape that
could retain, hold and SLOWLY release all that water before it hits the stream?
Wetlands are everywhere, and they are a riddle whether we like it or not. They are often found in the
margins between deep water and uplands – and they
are influenced by both. They vary widely in size, shape,
and function. But without them, we would all be in big
trouble. That is because wetlands are the special places
on our landscape that help the earth provide us with
food, and clean water to drink. They are not just areas
on the landscape that hold water, or appear sometimes
muddy. There is more going on there than first meets
the eye.

Emergent wetland

Forested wetland

Pasture wetland
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There are lots of definitions for wetlands. There are
regulatory or legal definitions, written into Federal,
State and County laws, which are used to demonstrate
a presence or absence of a wetland. Other countries
define wetlands different from the United States. And
I had to look this one up – there are 32 different types
of wetlands. Their geographic location on earth and the
type or source of water, soil and vegetation all combine
in different patterns to create these 32 different types.
Really, they are such a beautiful enigma, one shouldn’t
try to define it if they don’t have to. It just is.
Sometimes, wetlands hide just beneath the surface. You
could be walking through a forested wonderland during
the summer and never know that during just a few weeks
a year, the ground beneath your feet held open water
areas during late winter and early spring. During these
wet months, fairy shrimp or other invertebrates come
to life and become food for birds, bats, salamanders
and frogs. During the dry months, the area appears to
be a little soggy, and covered with leaves. The canopy
above and the ferns within make it look like it never
changes throughout the year. Sometimes in the pasture
fields, small or large areas that have surface water or
a high water table throughout winter and spring also
can be incognito. These wetlands can be maddening
to landowners when they try to drive heavy equipment
through, or, find that they are regulated and difficult to
develop near. However, they truly are important to our
waters that lie beneath the surface.

Water is connected like a slow moving highway just below ground. It is sourced from rainfall, rivers,
streams, and wetlands. It moves, traveling through tunnels created by the pores within the soil
structure below. It can move up, down, and sideways. As it does so, pollutants and other elements
within the moving water attach to the structure through a process called cation exchange. The water
that comes into your well, could be from someplace further than you think, and it is likely a mixture
of many different geographic locations.

Image Credit: Wisconsin Wetlands Association

Wetlands help protect our groundwater. They are like the earth’s sponge. When rain hits the ground,
and the soil becomes full of water, wetlands hold that water before slowly releasing it into streams,
ditches, lakes, or oceans. While the wetland is wet, the soil, and all of its bacterial inhabitants, are
working to transform the chemistry of the water, removing pollutants, and, depending on the type
of soil, sometimes even oxygenating the water. Without wetlands, water flows would be flashy, fast,
polluted, and, there would be less of our favorite animals around.
The structural complexity of wetlands both above and below ground is what drives their ability to
provide extremely important habitat for every species known to our area. The entire food chain and
web of life can be found in wetlands and adjacent habitats. From bacteria to insects to amphibians,
fish to mammals and birds. They all rely on wetlands to exist, take shelter, and to feed.
The fact that wetlands are everywhere, and
that they serve our community in so many
fruitful ways, is a gift. They serve us by being
a fresh water store, a carbon sink, a source of
many people’s livelihoods, and help remediate
pollution. Well-structured wetlands can serve
on the front lines of flood events to help hold
back and absorb some of the danger and
devastation.
Give us a call if you have any questions, or would
like more information on wetlands.

Whatcom County
Planning & Development Services
360-778-5900
pds@whatcomcounty.us

Oregon spotted frog in wetland
Image Credit: Stephen Nyman
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Whatcom County Programs for Rural Landowners
Noxious Weed Program

Purchases conservation easements to
protect farmland and forestland by
restricting development.
www.whatcomcounty.us/573

Provides education
and site consultations
for noxious weed
identification and
management.
www.whatcomcounty.us/914

Conservation Program on
Agricultural Lands (CPAL)
Offers an alternative to
standard critical areas
regulations through
the development of a
farm plan.
www.whatcomcounty.us/745

Hazard Mitigation Grant Program
Provides funding
to state, local, and
tribal governments
so they can rebuild
in a way that reduces
or mitigates future
disaster losses.
www.whatcomcounty.us/3891

National Flood
Insurance Program
Offers affordable flood
insurance to citizens
of communities that
adopt approved flood
management regulations.
www.whatcomcounty.us/641
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Property tax reduction program for Open
Space Land, Farm & Agricultural Land, and
Timber Land.
www.whatcomcounty.us/1160

Septic Operations & Maintenance
Education and financial help for
septic evaluations, pumping, &
equipment installation (Septic
Maintenance Rebate Program)
as well as for repairs and
replacements (Craft3).
www.whatcomcounty.us/1744

Small Farm
Rebate Program
Reimbursements for up
to $200 for barn gutters,
heavy use area footing, or
fencing.
www.whatcomcounty.us/2909
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www.whatcomcd.org/landowner-tools
www.whatcomcd.org/landowner-tools

(360) 526 2381
(360) 526 2381

www.whatcomcd.org/landowner-tools

(360) 526 2381
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Contacts
Whatcom County: www.whatcomcounty.us
•
•
•
•

Planning & Development Services (360) 778-5900
River & Flood (360) 778-6230
Public Works (360) 778-6200
Health Department (360) 778-6000

Other Entities Related to Natural Resources
• Whatcom County Farm Bureau:
www.whatcomfarmbureau.com
• Ag Water Board: www.agwaterboard.com
• Whatcom Family Farmers:
www.whatcomfamilyfarmers.org
• Whatcom County Farm Forestry Association:
www.wafarmforestry.com/Whatcom
• Washington State Department of Natural Resources:
www.dnr.wa.gov
• Washington State Department of Fish and Wildlife:
www.wdfw.wa.gov
• Whatcom Conservation District:
www.whatcomcd.org or (360) 526-2381

Water and Salmon

Community Survey

www.surveymonkey.com/r/wria1communitysurvey
This survey is for community feedback on ways to improve information about
and access to natural resource topics including water and salmon.
(wria1project.whatcomcounty.org)

Whatcom County Planning & Development Services
Northwest Annex
5280 Northwest Drive
Bellingham, WA 98226-9099
Phone: 360-778-5900

We're on the Web!
www.whatcomcounty.us

