


The Bellingham Plan

Project Scope

Build upon what is valued today

Increase the legibility of the plan 
for a broad range of audiences

Respond to changed conditions Aspire to a brighter future

	» Outdoor recreation and opportunities 
to explore nature

	» Convenient access to friends and family, 
a variety of activities, services, and 
more

	» Small and local businesses
	» Vibrant and unique places
	» Mitigation of climate change 
contributions/GHG emissions

	» Connections to Bellingham’s full  range 
of historic periods

	» Document simplification and usability 
improvements

	» Links between related topics
	» Online interaction in addition to 
traditional printable format

	» Expanded capacity for housing and jobs to meet 
expected 20-year growth 

	» Planning for increased telework to jobs based both 
in Bellingham and elsewhere

	» Health resilience and accommodation
	» Housing affordable to all income bands   (HB 
1220), especially those aligned with local 
employment

	» Integrated and comprehensive approach to 
address gaps in housing and human services 

	» Approaches to assist vulnerable populations 
struggling with mental health and addiction issues

	» Climate resilience and adaptation (HB 1181)
	» A range of housing types to support current 
and future residents’ housing needs, including a 
diversification of middle scale housing with larger 
units (HB 1110, HB 1337)

	» Land use investment in planned transit network 
improvements

	» Potential annexation and/or changes to the UGA 
boundary

	» A safe and welcoming environment
	» A healthy community, physically and 
mentally

	» Economic vitality, business 
diversification, and living-wage jobs

	» An active community that is informed 
and engaged on a range of city issues  

	» Gathering places of varied types and 
sizes across the city  

	» An accessible, diverse, equitable, and 
inclusive community (ADEI) 

Updates to the plan will focus 
on changes that...
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Chapters of the Plan

•	Land Use

•	Community Design

•	Housing

•	Multi-modal Transportation

•	Economic Development

•	Environment

•	Parks, Recreation, and Open Space

•	Capital Facilities and Utilities

	» The above map has been simplified from that referenced by the Comprehensive Plan. 
Additional detail is included in the Neighborhood Land Use Maps available online.

New chapters under consideration:
	» Climate Change and Resiliency (or incorporation into Environment Chapter)
	» Community/Public Engagement
	» Human Services (or incorporation into Housing Chapter)

This chapter guides growth by establishing the future land uses across the city. The Land Use Map at right 
guides these permitted land uses (such as are defined in the zoning code).

This chapter contains an analysis of existing housing in Bellingham and policies to support future housing 
needs. This chapter may be expanded to include human services topics.

This chapter implements the vision of Bellingham as a city with treasured natural features. This chapter may 
be expanded to “Climate and the Environment” or a new Climate Change chapter may be created.

This chapter includes an inventory and level of service standards for existing and proposed facilities, and 
projections for future needs. This chapter is a functional plan and will be updated shortly after the rest of the plan.

This chapter recognizes the community’s desires to retain features that make neighborhoods unique and 
improve the livability of the built environment as the community grows.

This chapter includes an analysis of the existing transportation system and projections of future needs 
including alternative modes, such as walking, bicycling and transit systems.

This chapter highlights the City’s commitment to create a vibrant, sustainable economy and identifies the City’s role 
in economic development activity. It includes characteristics of the local economy and employment sectors.

This chapter contains a description of existing public facilities and services and includes projections of future 
needs for facilities and services.
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Accessibility, Diversity, Equity, & 
Inclusion (ADEI) Climate Mitigation & Resilience Economic Vitality

Housing Options & Affordability Public Health & Safety Vibrant & Unique Places

Project Scope: Cross-topic Themes
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Growth Management

We plan for growth because...
People are going to move here. People and jobs are shifting to urban areas all 
over the world, and Bellingham is particularly appealing to many. When we plan 
for this growth intentionally:

Therefore, the State requires growth management.
The process includes several steps to guide planning decisions.

Let’s plan together to create a vision for Bellingham’s future.

The State (OFM) continually projects population growth over the next 30 years.

The Cities within Whatcom County will collaborate to distribute this anticipated growth 
between jurisdictions. This represents Whatcom’s growth extrapolated to Bellingham.

The Bellingham Plan update will plan for Bellingham’s allocated 20-year growth projection.

Ahead of the required Periodic Update, the State distributes the 20-year growth forecast 
to each County. Whatcom’s 2045 forecast is 292,714 people, a similar but slightly increased 
rate of growth to that seen in the last 20 years.

Natural lands outside the city are protected from increased development, and 
the required infrastructure and transportation impacts are more efficiently 
located within the city.

Real estate prices are stabilized rather than heightened by increased demand 
on the existing supply. Displacement of existing residents is limited.

Infrastructure like transportation and utilities can be designed for that growth 
rather than overloaded by unplanned sprawl.

Public benefits like open space or affordable housing can be included.

Our vision for Bellingham can be realized.
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State Planning Framework

Growth Management Act (GMA)

The Bellingham Plan

The Bellingham Plan represents 
the Periodic Update to the 
City’s Comprehensive Plan, 
which is required every 10 
years in the GMA

The Periodic Update applies to each 
area in turn

Washington State has 
a nested system of 
planning laws that lead 
to local 
Comprehensive 
Plans.

Compre-
hensive 
Plans

GMA

Planning Laws
Taxation & Governance

State Constitution
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Bellingham’s Climate Action

The City of Bellingham is committed to reducing greenhouse gas emissions and 
increasing the resiliency of our community to prepare for the coming impacts of 
climate change that we are already experiencing. Our climate work is guided by 
the city’s Climate Action Plan.

Timeline of Recent Climate-Related Engagement
2017 - 2018 2018 - 2019 2019 - 2023 2023 

Outreach to 
community interest 
groups and a public 
hearing regarding 

Climate Action Plan 
update

Climate Task Force 
meetings open to the 
public, with subject 

specific meetings and 
a City Council public 

hearing

Climate workplan 
presentations to 

Council

Engaged community 
members on discussions 

of three main topic 
areas: transportation 

electrification, building 
electrification, and 
renewable energy

Current Workplan 
Programs Include 
Approaches To:
	» Increase the use of electric vehicles

	»Reduce emissions in homes and other buildings

	»Plan and respond to extreme heat and wildfires

	»Assess risk for sea level and storm surge

	»Create and buy renewable energy

	»Consider community resilience facilities

	»Coordinate with other stakeholders across all 
sectors

How does this relate to 
“The Bellingham Plan?”

Consistent with House Bill 1181, signed into 
law in 2023, the City will be updating The 
Bellingham Plan to include a climate element 
(the most recently added mandatory element). 
This climate element will include goals and 
policies that:

•	Focus on resiliency – improving climate 
preparedness, response, and recovery efforts

•	Maximize economic, environmental, 
and social co-benefits and prioritize 
environmental justice

•	Reduce overall emissions and vehicle miles 
traveled

Learn more about the City’s Climate Action Plan at cob.org/climate
Contact Seth Vidaña, Climate and Energy Manager, for additional questions: 

savidana@cob.org
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Project Schedule: Engagement

Vision & Foundation

Project awareness + 
relationship building
Broad engagement: 
Visioning + Values
Listening sessions
Identification of conflicting 
issues

Growth Approach

Focused engagement on identified 
issues
Round table discussions
Growth approach comparison

Draft Review

Review of draft 
language
Public open 
houses
Board & 
Commission     
feedback

Legislative Process

Public comment
Planning Commission Rec.
City Council Adoption

2023 2024 2025
July Launch Q2 Adoption
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Recent Comprehensive Plan Updates

2006 Update

2016 Update

While the Comprehensive Plan is updated annually in minor ways, the larger Periodic 
Update occurs once a decade as outlined below. This one is due in mid-2025.

Drivers going in
	» Growing city
	» Constrained land supply
	» Changing economic base
	» Infrastructure challenges

Drivers going in
	» Increasing housing costs and disparity
	» Equity and Accountability
	» Active community interest
	» Legibility concerns

Changes resulting from it
	» Urban Village framework
	» Neighborhood infill strategy
	» Waterfront Vision incorporation
	» Concurrency Management

Changes resulting from it
	» Homelessness & housing for unique groups focus
	» Sustainability framework
	» Healthy lifestyle additions
	» Document Accessibility
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State Legislation

HB 1220 (2021) - “Housing for All”
This bill changed the way housing 
planning happens across WA, 
especially:

	» Redefining housing projections by income band 
and emergency housing types such as shelters

	» Requiring jurisdictions to plan for and 
accommodate those projections (62% of Whatcom 
County’s allocated units fall below 80% of the Area 
Median Income)

	» Requiring identification and addressing racially 
disparate impacts of existing housing policies

HB 1110 (2023) - “Middle Housing”
This bill requires jurisdictions like 
Bellingham to allow the following:

	» At least four units per lot on residential lots
	» An additional two units per lot if affordable
	» At least six units per lot near transit like the 
Amtrak station

	» Only administrative design review based on 
objective standards

HB 1181 (2023) - Climate
This bill increased planning 
requirements related to climate change 
and resiliency, such as:

	» Adding a climate change element
	» Adding emissions reduction and resiliency sub-
elements

	» Increasing requirements related to emissions and 
vehicles miles traveled (VMT)

HB 1337 (2023) - ADUs
This bill is focused on limiting barriers 
to accessory dwelling unit (ADU) 
development. It has already been 
addressed by recent Bellingham 
legislation with changes such as:

	» Allowing two attached or detached ADUs per lot
	» Allowing ADUs up to 1000 square feet in size and 
up to 24’ in height

	» Prohibiting more stringent design review for ADUs 
than for single family residential structures

	» Prohibiting owner occupancy requirements (not in 
effect in Bellingham until HB 1337 applies)

Legislation passed in recent years 
at the state level impacts the 
Bellingham Plan. See June 5th City 
Council presentation for details.




