Birch Bay Watershed and Aquatic Resources Management (BBWARM) Fact Sheet

· How did BBWARM come about? 

· September 2004: The Whatcom County Council approved the Birch Bay Sub-Area Plan (you can view and download this document at http://www.co.whatcom.wa.us/pds/planning/birchbay_subarea.jsp
The Subarea Plan is part of Whatcom County’s Comprehensive Plan.  Citizens participating in this planning process rated maintaining the Bay’s water quality of highest priority. Over the years, the Bay has experienced increasing flooding and erosion, periodic declining water quality, and a loss of aquatic habitat as a result of increasing growth and development within the Bay’s watershed. Such growth is likely to continue over the next two decades. 


· October 2004 – July 2006:  Residents throughout the Birch Bay watershed participated in a public process to create a storm water management plan identifying and addressing threats to the Bay’s water quality and concerns about the impact of storm water-related flooding on public and private property. Citizen volunteers were assisted by staff of the Whatcom County Department of Planning and Development Services, and internationally respected environmental consultant, CH2MHILL (for more information about CH2MHILL see http://www.ch2m.com/corporate/).  

This collaboration between citizens and the County resulted in the Birch Bay Comprehensive Storm Water Plan (you can view and download this document at  http://www.co.whatcom.wa.us/pds/BirchBayStormwaterManagementPlan.htm) 

· November 8, 2006: The Whatcom County Council voted unanimously to adopt the recommendations found in the Birch Bay Comprehensive Storm Water Plan (for a summary of these recommendations, see Chapter 7 of the Storm Water Plan) 

The Storm Water Plan now serves as a framework for the Whatcom County Department Planning and Development Services’ State Environmental Policy Act (SEPA) reviews for environmental impact of new development in the watershed. 


· March 27, 2007: After holding a public hearing,  the Whatcom County Council votes 6-1 in favor of an ordinance establishing the Birch Bay Watershed and Aquatic Resources Management District (BBWARM) under the authority of the county-wide flood control zone district.  You can view and download the text of this ordinance at http://www.whatcomcounty.us/council/2007/ord/ord2007-019.pdf 

· April 2007: Whatcom County Department of Public Works assumed responsibility for getting BBWARM up and running.  The March 27 ordinance authorized an “assessment for the collection of revenue for implementing the Birch Bay Comprehensive Storm Water Plan. This requires establishing a mechanism to assess a service fee for property owners within the watershed to raise the revenue needed to achieve BBWARM’s  goal as stated in the the Storm Water Plan—“sustain the lifestyle and restore the aquatic resources of Birch Bay under the pressure of increasing growth and development”. 


· May 2007:  The County engaged FCS Group as a consultant. FCS Group is a firm that specializes in utility rates and public finance. FCS Group’s job is to conduct technical analyses and make recommendations to citizens, Whatcom County Department of Public Works, and County Council about BBWARM rate-setting and funding, and how BBWARM will be organized. FCS Group has experience with assisting over 50 municipalities with such analyses (for more about FCS Group, see 
http://www.fcsgroup.com)  
         

· October 2007:
After public review and comment, if Whatcom County Council approves BBWARM recommended rate-setting method, County Treasurer can begin collecting BBWARM fees from property owners January 2008.  


· Spring 2008: Implementation of Storm Water Plan begins. 

· How come storm water control is not a responsibility of the Birch Bay Water and Sewer District (BBWSD) since they already have responsibility for assuring 
drinking water quality and water availability for most of the citizens living in the Birch Bay watershed? 


Representatives from BBWSD participated in early planning. BBWSD 



then decided not to become involved in storm water management, citing 
legal reasons. 
|
· Why is the BBWARM’s boundary the watershed and not the Birch Bay Urban Growth Area (UGA)? 

Long-range planning and detailed knowledge about Bay drainage patterns into the Bay support a watershed boundary for BBWARM, rather than a political, municipal, or UGA boundary. As seen in the following map, the watershed is about three times as large as UGA boundaries.


INSERT MAP HERE


The greatest impact on Birch Bay’s water quality is no doubt the more 
densely populated residential areas nearer the Bay-- from buildings, streets, 
driveways, and parking lots. Nevertheless, during heavy rain events in fall 
and winter, run-off from many watershed ditches and streams also have an 
impact carrying with them pollution in many forms.

 
In addition to water quality concerns for the Bay, the Storm Water Plan 

also makes specific recommendations for controlling the effects of storm 
water 
run-off on wildlife habitat throughout the entire watershed. For 
example, Terrell Creek and its many tributaries meander throughout the 
watershed and provide habitat for numerous fish, birds, and other wildlife. 

Local volunteers, working with groups such as the Nooksack Salmon 
Enhancement Association (NSEA) and corporate citizens such as the BP 
Refinery are making great efforts to restore salmon to Terrell creek, and 


to sustain wetlands, promoting tree retention and replanting.
   

In July 2003, the Washington State Department of Health added Birch Bay 
to its list of “threatened” shellfish harvesting areas. This status indicated a 
downward trend in water quality. Although now removed, the “threatened” 
status for Birch Bay’s shellfish resources is a “wake-up call” for all County 
residents who harvest shellfish commercially and recreationally now or in 
the future.  In 2006, the Department of Health indicates that Birch Bay 
“meets standards but with some concerns”.


The Plan also anticipates that over the next two decades anticipated growth 
and development if not addressed will likely increase runoff of untreated 
water containing sediments, fertilizers, road salts, motor oil, and animal 
wastes throughout the watershed, all key factors  that can seriously impact 
Birch Bay’s water quality. 


· What services will the BBWARM provide? What will be done with the money BBWARM raises? 


As detailed in the Birch Bay Comprehensive Storm Water Plan, revenue 
from service fees from property owners (including developers) and other 
sources such as state and federal grants and other County contributions will 
be dedicated to the following activities in the watershed:  


· Support a staff person who will work exclusively for the citizens of the watershed —a “Birch Bay Watershed Keeper”, and an annual operations budget to: 


· Address and resolve all citizen complaints and concerns regarding drainage, erosion, or water quality issues within the watershed. 


· Serve as a focal point for communicating with private property owners who maintain private drainage facilities such as storm water ponds, marina pump-out facilities, or tide gates about proper maintenance and operations procedures. 


· Develop and conduct a water quality monitoring program focused on fecal coliform bacteria levels in the Bay and its major drainage sources. Identify sources of fecal contamination and coordinate actions with appropriate Whatcom County agencies to reduce levels that may be harmful to the Bay’s health. 


· Develop community education strategies to work with property owners to decrease storm water run-off.  For example, revenue could be used to support distribution of educational tools to citizens in the watershed such as found at  http://greenvalues.cnt.org/  
· Invest in multi-year capital improvement projects on public right-of-ways identified in the Birch Bay Comprehensive Storm Water Plan to address storm water problems that have potential structural solutions (for example, improving or modifying existing drainage systems). These capital projects will change over time as problem areas are addressed and the Storm Water Plan is reviewed and updated. 


· Evaluate the impact of BBWARM actions on watershed water quality, the impact of run-off on localized flooding and land erosion, and aquatic habitat for birds, fish, and shellfish.  Update the Storm Water Plan regularly to reflect evaluation findings. 

· Legally, how will be BBWARM be organized? Who will decide about how monies raised through BBWARM fees and other sources will be spent?  

BBWARM’s planning consultant, CH2MHILL recommended that the Whatcom County Council establish BBWARM as a “Flood Control Sub-Zone District”. The County adopted this recommendation in the 
March 27 ordinance. The Birch Bay watershed boundaries define BBWARM Sub-Zone District boundaries. 

As a sub-zone District, the County Council will govern BBWARM. DPW will manage the District. The Council will select a number of   citizen volunteers who will advise Council and Public Works about BBWARM priorities, policies, programs, and activities. 

· How will fees be set?   


The Whatcom County Council will establish BBWARM service fees for all 
urban and rural residential and commercial property owners in the 
watershed. To this end the County’s consultant FCS Group is developing 
recommendations for the Council that will examine the following factors, 
among others, affecting fee setting: 


· Land use density, proximity to Birch Bay drainage, and the amount of a property’s impervious surface. For example, recognizing the impact of one house on five acres on storm water run-off on Bay water quality may be less than the impact of the same amount of impervious surface run-off on a quarter-acre lot on Birch Bay Drive. 

· Rate differences for single family residences, multi-family residences, commercial, industrial, and institutional uses. 


· No fee if a property owner is already paying a storm water management fee to a Whatcom County municipality. . 



A detailed discussion of these, and other factors that need to be considered 
in setting BBWARM service fees can be found in Chapter 6 of the Storm 
Water  Plan (see Chapter 6, “Financial Analysis and Funding 
Recommendations”)


The FCS Group consultant will prepare a detailed paper describing rate-
setting options for public review and comment in late summer 2007. 
Property owners in the watershed will then have ample time to review 
and 
comment on these options prior to the Department of Public Works 
presenting its recommendation to County Council 

· I already pay 1.44 percent of my taxes to support the County’s flood control activities. How come these funds cannot be used to support BBWARM?


Our taxes support the entire range of activities of Whatcom County’s Department of Public Works’ Flood and River Control Division. 
Please see http://www.co.whatcom.wa.us/publicworks/riverflood/index.jsp to get a full picture of how your tax dollars are spent.  

Currently, our tax dollars support only limited technical assistance by Public Works’ staff to flood and storm water control activities that affect directly sustaining water quality and reducing flood impacts in the Birch Bay watershed. 


· How can I become involved in shaping BBWARM?

The BBWARM Implementation Committee meets the third Wednesday of every month at the Birch Bay Bible Community Church on Jackson Road between Bay and Grandview Roads from 7 to 9 pm. 

To review all option papers prepared by the FCS Group consultant, and meeting agenda, please see www.birchbayinfo.org . Meeting announcements will also be posted in the Northern Light, and Ferndale Record Journal in the week preceding the meeting. 

To summarize… 


· BBWARM’s goal is to maintain a healthy Birch Bay. BBWARM is not about property owner restrictions or unnecessary taxation. Rather BBWARM is about supporting actions targeting those factors that we know are most likely affecting the Bay’s water quality--now and for generations to come as a prime habitat for birds, fish, and shellfish. A healthy Birch Bay will contribute to healthier property values in the watershed.

· Any actions that the BBWARM governing body, County Council and citizen advisors takes must be consistent with the Birch Bay Comprehensive Storm Water Plan, and Whatcom County, State of Washington, and federal land use planning and environmental regulations. This includes coordinating and collaborating with any other special districts (for example, ditching districts and the Birch Bay Water and Sewer District), municipalities (Blaine and Ferndale), and home owners’ associations that may have an interest in maintaining water quality in the Birch Bay watershed.  



� This fact sheet was prepared by volunteers participating in the BBWARM implementation committee. Comments or questions can be directed to Alan Friedlob at citizenscience@comcast.net 
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