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City Council
City of Bellingham
210 Lottie St.
Bellingham, WA 98225

Dear Council Members:

An informal coalition of Bellingham neighbors has been engaged in the Planning Commission work sessions and public hearing about the amendments to the 2016 Comprehensive Plan. As a group we bring a long history of involvement in the neighborhood planning process. Many of us have served on neighborhood boards, city commissions, and task forces. Most recently we participated in the Planning Commission’s work sessions and April 7 public hearing on the Comprehensive Plan. Our ongoing concern has been protection of the quality of life in Bellingham neighborhoods and single-family housing. 

We share the following concerns about the proposed amendments to the Housing, Land Use, and Transportation chapters of the Comprehensive Plan:

1. Before any changes can be made to the current ADU policy statements or an upcoming ordinance, the Planning & Community Development Department must first determine an accurate inventory by neighborhoods of the existing ADUs (both attached and detached). This proposal is supported by the Planning Commission recommendations.

2. The City must publicize and enforce the current "owner occupied" requirement for ADU’s. 

3. Neighborhoods need an accurate assessment and methodology for determining the city's true density. An ADU inventory is essential. Any revision of the current ADU ordinance should be drafted only after completion of a study that will identify actual neighborhood densities and after a complete accounting of all present ADUs (legal and illegal) is complete. This could be accomplished in conjunction with the first round of inspections of all rentals, which will be completed in 2019.  

4. Baseline densities for neighborhoods should be identified. Fact-based planning requires an accurate projection of densities. The figure 2.24 per household might be representative for some neighborhoods; but several neighborhoods, where single-family housing has been converted to multi-family, house many more than 2.24 per household.  A more accurate measure would be density per acre to reflect how crowded an area is.

5. The Housing Chapter of the Comprehensive Plan has numerous policy statements that will be detrimental to protection of single-family residential zoning, specifically with the introduction of the non-conforming provisions of the Infill Housing Toolkit in single-family residential zones. Its purpose was to provide new housing options in newly built neighborhoods or multi-family zones. Urban villages, which absorbed a tremendous amount of staff and citizen time as they were being proposed, are appropriate zones for use of the Infill Housing Toolkit. 

6. The Comprehensive Plan references the CHAT (County-wide Housing Affordability Taskforce), which is a 58-page document developed nine years ago prior to the City Council’s decision to not allow Infill Housing Toolkit forms in single-family neighborhoods. The CHAT report supports code changes and incentives that are not consistent with single-family residential zoning. H-15 should NOT be included in the Comprehensive Plan, and references to it should be deleted. It was a county-wide task force with representatives from government, banking, real estate, development and social services. It was not a diverse stakeholder group and did not include neighborhood representation. 

7. LU-19 (Land Use) and T-3 (Transportation) policies seek to create “Transit Oriented Development” (TOD) along WTA GO Lines. These transit lines run through many older established neighborhoods like Sehome, Columbia, Birchwood, Lettered Streets, South Hill, Roosevelt, and Sunnyland. These new policies would create “transit corridors” a half-mile-wide and would permit a mix of land uses and higher density that potentially could wipe-out greatly desired existing single-family housing stock. 

An example is the Sunnyland Neighborhood with a WTA GO Line running thru the middle on Alabama St. The proposed "transit corridor" would extend ¼ mile north of Alabama St. into Sunnyland's very popular single-family neighborhood and ¼ mile south into a zone that is heavily dominated by single-family housing stock. In order to support "Transit Oriented Development" the current single-family zoning would be changed to mixed-use, high-density zoning. The character and quality of life in this established neighborhood would be completely changed. Going forward, if WTA changes its routes does this mean housing zoning must be changed? Policy LU-19 and Policy T-3 should be re-written, or deleted from the proposed new Comprehensive Plan. 

8. Incentives should only be for permanently affordable housing. Each new incentivized development should provide an accounting of what is being shifted to the taxpayers for the next 10 years so that the costs to the citizens is transparent before allowing incentives for development. Impact fees for transportation, schools, and parks are for needed services that need to be accounted for. Citizens need to be informed as to their taxpayer burden caused by developers being excused from these fees. Citizens are paying the yearly tax, and it should only go for permanently affordable housing.

Thank you for the opportunity to present these positions on the Comprehensive Plan amendments. As participants in the public process we will continue to comment and hopefully bring more people into the discussion even though it is difficult to do in the summer months. We are dedicated to building great neighborhoods and protecting quality of life in existing neighborhoods. We know you share that goal as well.

Sincerely,

A Coalition of Bellingham Neighborhoods
Participants: Ray Balweg, South Hill; Louise Bjornson, Birchwood; Dick Conoboy, Samish; David Cunningham, Birchwood; Don Hilty-Jones, York; Tim Hostetler, Sehome; Steve James, Puget; Anne Mackie, York; Patrick McKee, Sunnyland; Deborah and Geoff Middaugh, South Hill; Jean Richardson, Birchwood; Eric Scott, Birchwood; Carla Stellwagen, Sehome; Stephanie Twiford, Birchwood.
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