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October 29, 2025
To: Bellingham Mayor and City Council
Subject: Urban and Community Forests, Bellingham Plan

The Bellingham Plan states the City’s commitment to urban and
community forests. This commitment will not have any real impact,
however, if the Bellingham Plan does not improve management to
protect urban and community forests, including on private land.

Around five years ago, what was once an urban forest, identified by
the City as a primary wildlife habitat area,* became a clearcut for
future urban development. This area is known as Samish Heights.?
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The consequences of poor forestry practices are not difficult to find
within the City. Before the trees were cut, city studies identified the
former urban forest in Figure 1 as significant wildlife habitat, ranked
as one of the highest for overall biodiversity function score, 7th
highest priority for protection actions within the forest habitat
group, 8th highest priority for regulatory protection, and highest
connection and fragmentation attribute score.?

1 See BMC 16.55.470 and the following City permits: CAP2016-0036, STM2016-0068 and SEP2016-0017

2 We provide this property as just one example of forest practices within the city and/or urban growth area. There
are others.

3 See Final Bellingham Habitat Restoration, Technical Assessment, November 2015 Also see Figure 8, 2021 Wildlife

Corridor Analysis, pg 19



https://cob.org/wp-content/uploads/final-bhrta-12-15-15.pdf
https://cob.org/wp-content/uploads/210719_Wildlife-Corridor-Analysis-SHORT-REPORT.pdf?type=archived
https://cob.org/wp-content/uploads/210719_Wildlife-Corridor-Analysis-SHORT-REPORT.pdf?type=archived

An urban forest within the city was lost. History will repeat itself if the Bellingham Plan fails to ensure
that forest practices in the city don’t adhere to conserving tree canopy and protecting critical areas.

This history of the Samish Heights logging helps demonstrate the problems with forest practices in the
city:

e In May 2016, the RJ Group for Samish Heights, Figure 2: Road and culverts on Samish Heights (2020)
Inc. (Samish Heights) filed an application with
the City to partially log the site.

e OnJune 26, 2017, the City issued a Critical
Areas and Clearing Permit subject to several
conditions, including limiting the harvest to less
than 30% of marketable timber.

e On August 4, 2017, Samish Heights filed a
Forest Practices Application with the
Department of Natural Resources (DNR).*

e On August 30, 2017, DNR issued a Class IV-
General Forest Practices Permit, conditioned on
compliance with City of Bellingham conditions
and/or mitigation.®

e On November 14, 2018, Samish Heights
terminated its 2017 forest practices permit.®
Samish Heights said “[t]he timber harvest is
complete.”’

e On November 21, 2018, DNR closed the 2017
Forest Practice Permit.2 On the same day,
Samish Heights submitted a new Class Ill Forest
Practices Application® covering 68 acres on the
southern part of what was originally included in
the 2017 application. This application increased the amount of harvested timber to 95% of the
area and 1,300 million board feet of timber. Samish Heights declared that they did not plan to
convert to non-forest uses for 10-years.®

e On December 6, 2018, DNR approved the application, no longer requiring compliance with the
city’s conditions of approval and mitigation approved on June 26, 2017 despite the earlier
application covering the same property declared there would be a conversion to non-forest use.

e On November 20, 2019, Samish Heights submitted another Class Ill Forest Practices Application'!
to harvest additional area, primarily for the purpose of building roads “to improve access to site”.
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4 Forest Practices Permit #FP2815967 — https://fortress.wa.gov/dnr/protection/fparssearch/FPASearch.aspx

5 City permits: CAP2016-0036, STM2016-0068 and SEP2016-0017

6 Letter from The RJ Group to WA State Department of Natural Resources, November 14", 2018

7 November 14, 2018 letter from The RJ Group. However, anecdotal information and subsequent forest practice
applications indicate that only part of the northern area was harvested.

8 Notice of Decision, FPA/N No: 2815967, 11/28/2018

% Forest Practices Permit #FP2816729 — https://fortress.wa.gov/dnr/protection/fparssearch/FPASearch.aspx

10 The Samish Heights Inc. website describes a “significant master-planned residential development”.

11 Forest Practices Permit #FP2817283 — https://fortress.wa.gov/dnr/protection/fparssearch/FPASearch.aspx



https://fortress.wa.gov/dnr/protection/fparssearch/FPASearch.aspx
https://fortress.wa.gov/dnr/protection/fparssearch/FPASearch.aspx
https://www.samishheightsinc.com/
https://fortress.wa.gov/dnr/protection/fparssearch/FPASearch.aspx

It does not appear that the 2017 critical area and clearing permits issued by the City have been
enforced. Rather than 30% timber harvest, parts of the site saw 95% clearing. Rather than comply with
city critical area requirements, it appears that forested wetlands were cleared under DNR review.

The 2018 and 2019 forest practice permits issued by DNR allowed more than one mile of new roads in
Samish Heights. While Samish Heights indicated that they would reforest the area with 250 seedlings
per acre, starting in March 2020, there is little evidence that reforestation has ever been accomplished
or inspected by DNR or the City. Similarly, while Samish Heights said that they would do competing
vegetation checks every two years, it appears that the property now includes a number of invasive
species on the site, as predicted.!? See Figure 7 and Figure 8 showing aerial views in 2016 and 2022.

What happened at Samish Heights can happen again. The City can “adopt and enforce ordinances or
regulations...for forest practices...within urban growth areas.”*®* Some of the reasons for these “non-
conversions” in cities and urban growth areas might be due to provisions in the Forest Practices Act. The
City can take steps to close those loopholes by adding a policy, as suggested below, to the Bellingham
Plan, as well as adopting and enforcing regulations for forest practices within the city.

New Policy: Support amendment of the Washington State Forest Practices Act and forest
practice rules to ensure state forest practices within urban growth areas are consistent with and
implement Bellingham’s development regulations and Urban Forest Plan.

HB 1181 and the Bellingham Plan

Carrying out a commitment to urban and community forests requires a proper foundation being built
within the Bellingham Plan. We believe that foundation has not been built and further, that the plan
presented to City Council does not meet the requirements of the Growth Management Act regarding
the role urban and community forests play in addressing reduction of greenhouse gas emissions and
climate resilience, air and water quality, and fish and wildlife habitat.'*

In 2023, the Legislature considered and adopted HB 1181, a bill “relating to improving the state’s
climate response through updates to the state’s planning framework.” A striking amendment to the
original bill added a requirement for the land use element to designate the use, location, and
distribution of “urban and community forests.” >

Two years earlier, the legislature found that urban forests contribute multiple benefits and the impacts
of climate change can be improved by increased tree canopy.® A new definition was added for “urban
and community forest” or “urban forest” that included private lands.*’

The Bellingham Plan defines “community forest” and although the term “urban forest” is used in several
instances within the Bellingham Plan, it is not defined. When we raised our concerns®® that the draft
Bellingham Plan did not include non-city parcels in a definition of “urban and community forests”, staff

12 CAP2016-0036 had a finding that the “number of invasive species on this site will increase”.
13 RCW 76.09.240

14 See RCW 36.70A.020(9), (10) and (14)

15See 1181 — PS2 AMH APP ALLI 259, February 9, 2023.

16 ESSHB 1216, Section 1

17 ESSHB 1216, Section 4, codified at RCW 76.15.010(7)

18 See |etter dated September 18, 2025.



https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=76.09.240
https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2023-24/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/House/1181-S2.SL.pdf#page=1
https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=76.09.240
https://app.leg.wa.gov/committeeschedules/Home/Document/252525#toolbar=0&navpanes=0
https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2021-22/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/House/1216-S2.SL.pdf?cite=2021%20c%20209%20s%202
https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2021-22/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/House/1216-S2.SL.pdf?cite=2021%20c%20209%20s%202
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=76.15.010
https://0164f939-9076-4107-a45a-1f71fe9db344.usrfiles.com/ugd/0164f9_5a1ac4b4d9814c87baa502c401af9907.pdf

responded: “[d]ue to lack of public access, control of use and ownership and related issues only
boundaries for city-owned community forests are shown.”?®

Urban forests do not necessitate public access. However, the Growth Management Act directs that a
comprehensive plan be implemented, including through development regulations?® which limit use and
clearing of land.

Bellingham cannot meet the GMA climate element requirements without urban forests on private land
being included.

e 40% of Bellingham is covered by tree canopy and 42% of the entire Urban Growth Area.?.

o “The majority (54%) of tree canopy within the City and Urban Growth Area was found on private
land.”?

e Tree loss accounts for 12% of the estimated communitywide greenhouse emissions in 2022.%

e Limiting “tree loss and support low-carbon land practices ...”?* is a key GHG emission reduction
strategy.

Urban forests and tree canopy play important roles in creating or worsening climate impacts to
vulnerable populations and overburdened communities. Urban forests and retention/increase of tree
canopy are critical to boost carbon sequestration, reduce heat islands, and improve air quality in
overburdened communities.?

“GHG reduction and resilience planning is fundamentally a matter of equity.”?

“Bellingham’s urban forest plays a vital role in combating climate change....areas with higher
tree canopy...are among the coolest spots in the City...paved area[s] like City Center are hot

compared to areas with more tree canopy.”?’

State climate planning guidance recommends the city review “maps that identify areas with less tree
canopy/higher sensitivity to extreme heat and areas with a higher poverty rate/lower adaptive
capacity...”? This work was done in the Draft Urban Forest Plan? and can also be viewed online at the
Tree Equity Score website (https://treeequityscore.org/). Community forests, as depicted on page 109
of the Bellingham Plan, are not located equitably within the city. ¥

1% Email from Anya Gedrath and the Bellingham Plan Team, September 24, 2025

20 RCW 36.70A.040(3)

21 City of Bellingham Urban Forest Plan, Draft April 2024, pg. 16

22 City of Bellingham Urban Forest Plan, Draft April 2024, pg. 19

23 Whatcom County 2022 Greenhouse Gas Emissions Analysis, Figure 4, pg. 11

2 Whatcom County 2022 Greenhouse Gas Emissions Analysis, pg. 18

25 See Climate Element Planning Guidance, Menu of Measures, #418

26 Climate Element Planning Guidance — December 2023, pg. 72

27 City of Bellingham Urban Forest Plan, Draft April 2024, pg. 7

28 Climate Planning Guidance — December 2023, pg 29

2 City of Bellingham Urban Forest Plan, Draft April 2024, Figure 16, pg. 22

30 The Bellingham Greenways Advisory Committee approved recommendations (June 6, 2024) that addressed
diversity, equity and inclusion in Bellingham Parks and Recreation. Their findings illustrate park acres and trail miles
per 1,000 residents is not equitably distributed. Neighborhoods “with greater diversity and lower income
levels...[are] underserved when it comes to access, proximity to park acres and trails.”



https://treeequityscore.org/
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=36.70A&full=true#36.70A.040
https://cob.org/wp-content/uploads/Draft-Urban-Forest-Plan-April-2024.pdf?type=archived
https://cob.org/wp-content/uploads/Draft-Urban-Forest-Plan-April-2024.pdf?type=archived
https://deptofcommerce.box.com/s/4toz87qbclwe0fx2rcnuousi63gifpfe
https://deptofcommerce.box.com/s/4toz87qbclwe0fx2rcnuousi63gifpfe
https://deptofcommerce.box.com/s/n34kivgzn9rfe74jfz2vvzxqlrv7j9m9
https://deptofcommerce.box.com/s/fpg3h0lbwln2ctqjg7jg802h54ie19jx
https://cob.org/wp-content/uploads/Draft-Urban-Forest-Plan-April-2024.pdf?type=archived
https://deptofcommerce.box.com/s/fpg3h0lbwln2ctqjg7jg802h54ie19jx
https://cob.org/wp-content/uploads/Draft-Urban-Forest-Plan-April-2024.pdf?type=archived

Figure 3: Heat Disparity Score
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York and Roosevelt neighborhoods are examples of areas with a 13 to 14 degree heat disparity. The forested areas around Civic
Field provide a place where low-income, vulnerable populations and overburdened communities can find refuge during extreme
heat events. Source: Tree Equity Score https://treeequityscore.org/

Figure 4: People in Poverty
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The City must consider how climate change impacts overburdened and vulnerable communities, such as ones with higher rates
of poverty. Community forests are not equitably distributed throughout the City and additional measures to protect and increase
tree canopy and urban forests in these areas is necessary. Source Tree Equity Score https://treeequityscore.org/



https://treeequityscore.org/
https://treeequityscore.org/

Figure 5: Proposed Community Forests and Tree Equity Score

AV Y e

Proposed Community Forests &

L, g Tree{quf.lfiEiSCOFe
PR e | o

foxt

SLES, NASA N’GA iSFE U

s Y

The Bellingham Plan proposes these city-owned parcels as community Legend

foresr;. See page 109 of the proposed Bellingham Plan. Data source: City Proposed Community Tree Equity Score
of Bellingham. I:l Forest Parcels

Tree Equity Score is a nationwide, block group-level score ranging from <80
0-100 that highlights inequitable access to trees. The lower the score, the City Limits 80 - <90
greater priority for tree planting. A score of 100 means the block group has ol P ed UGA

met a minimum standard for tree cover appropriate for the area' natural =] Propos: 90 - <100
biome and built environment. Source: https://treeequityscore.org/ i_' :': Proposed UGA Reserve i

Sources: GIS data for Tree Equity Score from (https://treeequityscore.org/). proposed Community Forest data from City of
Bellingham Planning.



https://treeequityscore.org/

To ensure that the policies of the Bellingham Plan address GMA requirements for urban and community
forests, we recommend the definition of community forest be amended as follows:

Urban and Community Forest | Land in and around human settlements occupied or potentially
occupied by trees and associated vegetation.;-as-defined-by-the-City-of Belingham.; eCommunity
forests include City-owned parcels greater than 1-acre with a tree canopy coverage greater than
or equal to 50% of its area, or significant forest blocks of publicly held property (title or
easement) as shown in Figure ). “Urban forests” include private lands on parcels greater than
2-acres with a tree canopy coverage greater than or equal to 50% of its area.

Why proposed goals and policies fall short of actions that create results

The Department of Commerce informed local government that a “set of policies limited to “study” or
“consideration” will not reduce GHG emissions.”3! Yet the Bellingham Plan is replete with such policies.
“Encourage”, “work with”, “develop and implement”, “adopt” are routinely used when addressing trees
and urban forests. The Bellingham Plan does not show how the numerous policies will get implemented.

Policies don’t mean action unless they are written as such.

One measurable policy that we recommend is to increase tree canopy cover over existing conditions.
The Bellingham Plan should establish the tree canopy target that will be refined with an Urban Forest
Plan.

New Policy: The city will set a city-wide target to increase tree canopy cover above 40% ,
implemented through adoption of an urban forest plan, capital facilities plan and development
regulations.

The mapping and definition of community forest

Community forests can be quite distinct from an urban forest. Public access might be one component of
a community forest.3 Community forests are where vulnerable populations and overburdened
communities might take refuge during a heat event.

The map in the Bellingham Plan (pg. 109) is difficult to view due to its scale. Bellingham Planning staff
sent the digital map files for our review and analysis. What we found when we reviewed the maps were
significant deficiencies in how it was mapped in the draft plan. These deficiencies also point out
concerns with the definition.

We found several examples of city-owned parcels with significant forest blocks that were not mapped as
community forests. These areas include the forests around Civic Field*® and near Chuckanut Creek and

31 Climate Element Planning Guidance — December 2023, pg. 64

32 Some community forests might restrict public access to protect sensitive habitat or species.

33 Forest blocks near Civic Field are adjacent to neighborhoods with heat disparity of 13-14 degrees and more than
50% of the population in poverty. Forested lands adjacent to Civic Field were not mapped as Community Forest in
the Bellingham Plan. See Civic Athletic Complex Planning website, Phase 1 technical report and technical maps of
site assessments. Forest Blocks 068 and 069 in this area were prioritized for restorative actions in the Final
Bellingham Habitat Restoration, Technical Assessment, November 2015, Table 21, pg. 66-67 of pdf, with Block 069
ranked the 6th highest priority for restorative actions in the entire city.



https://deptofcommerce.box.com/s/fpg3h0lbwln2ctqjg7jg802h54ie19jx
https://cob.org/project/civic-athletic-complex-planning
https://cob.org/wp-content/uploads/2023-09-29-COB-Civic-Athletic-Complex-Consultant-Team-Investigation-and-Observation-Report.pdf
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/8190cf49d00c4420ac9ec35c9f2db495
https://cob.org/wp-content/uploads/final-bhrta-12-15-15.pdf
https://cob.org/wp-content/uploads/final-bhrta-12-15-15.pdf

Woodstock Farm. See Figure 6 and Figure 6: Forests near Civic Field
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mapped as a “community forest”.
See Figure 10. \
The city owns forest lands outside
the urban growth area that are not
included in the Bellingham Plan.
These forest lands were purchased
for the city’s Greenways Program,
Lake Whatcom Watershed or as
wetland mitigation sites. These are
city assets and should be included in
the Bellingham Plan. See Figure 12
and Figure 13.

Limiting the definition of community
forest to “city-owned” property
misses other public ownership that
should be included as community
forest. One of the examples that we
have identified is the forested hillside
of Western Washington University’s
campus just west of Sehome
Arboretum. See Figure 11.

- Proposed Communi
E Forest Parcels ®
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0 005 01 02 Miles

The use of “city-owned” property also misses property where the City or another public agency or land
trust holds a conservation easement. See Figure 9, Figure 12 and Figure 13.

Recommendation: Direct staff to prepare a new map of “community forests” to include forested
city and public property as described in this letter.

Sincerely,

David Stalheim, submitted individually and on behalf of
Whatcom Environmental Council

Attachments: Figures 7 through 15



https://cob.org/services/environment/restoration/post-point-heron-colony
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https://maps.cob.org/arcgis4/rest/services/Imagery/Photo_2016/MapServer
https://maps.cob.org/arcgis4/rest/services/Imagery/Photo_2022/MapServer

Figure 9: hckanut reek, Woodsock Farm, Clark's Point
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Forested lands adjacent to Chuckanut Creek and Woodstock Farm were not
designated as Community Forests. Clark’s Point, while privately held, has
conservation easements to protect the forested lands.

Figure 10: Post Point Forest
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A significant heron rookery exists in the forests adjacent to the Post Point Wastewater
Treatment Plant. The City recently purchased property to increase protections around
the rookery. For more information, see
https://cob.org/services/environment/restoration/post-point-heron-colony
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https://cob.org/services/environment/restoration/post-point-heron-colony
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Figure 11: Sehome Arboretum and WWU Forest

Sehome Arboretum, owned by Western Washington University, were not included in
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Figure 12: Community forests connecting Samish Crest to Lake Padden
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Through the Bellingham Greenways Program, urban forests outside the city and
Urban Growth Area have been purchased. These properties are included in the

proposed Urban Growth Area Reserve but were not included in the inventory of the

e

city’s “community forests”.
Source: Bellingham GIS data).

Figure 13: Forests in Lake Whatcom Watershed
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The city has purchased forest lands within the Lake Whatcom Watershed for
protection of water quality. These forest lands were not mapped as Community
Forests in the Bellingham Plan.

Source: Bellingham GIS data




Figure 15: Padden Crek Gorge Easement
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The city holds several easements from San Juan Blvd down to Lakeway for trail and Source: Bellingham GIS data
conservation purposes. These easements are not included in the definition of

community forests.

Source: City GIS data (d_easements)




