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GROWTH

City status seen as plus for Birch Bay

Study suggests area taxes could pay for services easily

JARED PABEN – Bellingham Herald 



BIRCH BAY — The nearly 6,000 residents of this unincorporated area could pay the same taxes and get slightly better services if they formed a city, a new study concludes. 

The study, completed Monday, found that high property values in the resort community would yield enough in taxes to run a city, with some left over. In 2009, for example, a city of Birch Bay could generate more than $3.18 million in taxes, enough to pay for services equivalent to what the area gets now and still have $218,000 extra. That extra could pay for better services, according to the study. 

“The question now is, ‘Do we want to keep the majority of our property taxes here at home to spend as we choose/prioritize locally or do we want to continue to subsidize all of Whatcom County at the expense of needed projects here?’” wrote Kathy Berg on her Web site, Birchbayinfo.org, on Tuesday. Berg is chairwoman of the Birch Bay Steering Committee. “It’s about self-determination and home rule, in my opinion.” 

For decades, fast-growing Birch Bay has been wrestling with the idea of becoming Whatcom County’s eighth city, but 73 percent of voters there in 1992 rejected a cityhood proposal. Many residents feared becoming a city would mean higher taxes. 

The area now has about 5,900 residents, more than the populations of Blaine and Sumas combined. Between 2000 and 2007, the population grew an average of 4.8 percent a year. 

Taxes in a city of Birch Bay would be set by the elected City Council members. On average, most Washington cities choose to levy higher taxes than Birch Bay residents currently pay, according to the study. 

A survey completed last year by Berk and Associates showed Birch Bay residents most cared about having local control over how their taxes were spent. Local land-use decision-making was important for people who described themselves as highly involved in the incorporation debate. 

The study, called the Birch Bay Incorporation Feasibility Study, was completed by consultants Berk and Associates under a $100,000 contract with Whatcom County. 

When conducting the study, Berk and Associates researchers assumed that any new city would contract with existing providers for most of the area’s services, such as police, fire, utilities and library services. It assumed the city would create its own planning and parks departments. 

Berg supports incorporation, but, she said, “nobody at this point in time is all gung-ho to lead the charge to have Birch Bay become a city.” 

That’s because county government has been paying attention to them, she said, investing in major road projects and a shoreline restoration project. 

To incorporate, proponents would have to get signatures from 10 percent of registered voters there. After that, the county’s Boundary Review Board would take a look at the proposal. It would then be decided in an election.

Reach Jared Paben at 715-2289 or jared.paben@bellinghamherald.com.
