Achieving the Vision for “Everyone’s Neighborhood”

1. Achieving the Vision for “Everyone’s
Neighborhood”

Refining the Vision of
the City Center

The City Center Master Plan
was inspired by a series of
planning processes that oc-
curred during the 1990s, cul-
minating with the 1998 Down-
town Development Work-
shops. This process involved
many citizens who were ex-
cited about the redevelopment
possibilities in the area
termed, “everyone’s neighbor-
hood”. Hundreds of ideas and
recommendations were pro-
duced.

The workshops, along with
earlier processes such as the
1992 “Visions for Bellingham”
established that the long-term
vision citizens have for Bel-
lingham’s City Center can be
expressed by the following
goal statements :

a Bellingham will have an
exciting, active and eco-
nomically diverse City
Center that enhances the
quality of life for resi-
dents and visitors.

a The City Center will be
an attractive area, with a
distinct character.

In this vision, commercial
buildings have a sense of re-
latedness, while also express-
ing their individual identities.
Redeveloped and new build-
ings will encourage pedestrian
activity by presenting store-

fronts and other visually inter-
esting architectural features to
the street.

New streetscape design ele-
ments include benches, ban-
ners, landscaped areas, wide
sidewalks and paving treat-
ments are all coordinated to
establish a distinct identity.

a Bellingham Bay and
Whatcom Creek provide
the City Center with a
unifying theme.

These historically underuti-
lized water resources are the
jewels of Bellingham’s City
Center. They will be the cen-
terpieces of a revitalized City
Center in Bellingham.

a Visitors to Bellingham
will be able to easily find
their way to and around
the City Center.

A coordinated and distinctive
gateway and “wayfinding” sign
system will be in place to aid
residents and visitors getting
to the City Center.

a Once in the City Center,
drivers will find a num-
ber of strategically lo-
cated parking facilities.

Both short and long-term park-
ing needs are met with a se-
ries of relatively small, attrac-
tively designed parking facili-
ties.

a Complementing the vehi-
cle circulation system
will be an efficient, con-
venient, safe and afford-
able transit system.

The Whatcom Transportation
Authority (WTA) will become
an increasing important com-
ponent of successful City Cen-
ter redevelopment efforts.

0 Pedestrian and bicycle
circulation routes link
many of the features of
this City Center vision.

Visitors and residents will
make their way throughout the
area easily, with well-
coordinated trails and walk-
ways that serve as viable al-
ternative transportation and
commuting options as well as
recreational amenities.

This plan, along with the De-
sign Standards and Implemen-
tation Strategies documents,
are intended to organize and
prioritize ideas and recom-
mendations developed over
the years into a coordinated
and complementary series of
key strategies and actions.
The strategies that follow are
intended to help guide the
public and private sectors,
with involvement from the citi-
zenry in achieving the vision
described here.
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Key Strategies
How will this vision be
achieved? A dozen key strate-
gies should be followed:

1. Develop the City Center
as the heart of commer-
cial, cultural and civic ac-
tivities for the community.
The City Center area should
continue to develop as a cen-
ter of services, specialty retail,
offices and community facili-
ties with a strong, diverse
housing component as well.
Compatible industrial uses
may also have a role. Overall,
these activities should encour-
age pedestrian activity.

2. Guide the development
of key projects such that
the maximum public
benefits will be realized
as well as to leverage
funds unavailable to the
private sector.

Special site development con-
cepts are presented for the
Civic Center, the Morse Hard-
ware property, and the Sash-
n-Door area, as well as a vari-
ety of other locations. Public
sector involvement should be
used in these situations to at-
tract private investors as part-
ners.

3. Expand the network of
urban parks and open
space in the City Center.
The City should develop a ring
of parks framing the City Cen-
ter. The parks should include
lands for urban recreation ac-
tivities and other sites that are
reserved as natural places. All
parks should be linked through
a network of walkways and
trails.

Downtown looking east from the Bellingham Towers. The triangular site in the
foreground is a potential art park and plaza site.

Investment Strategies

Achieving the projects
recommended in this
Plan will require careful
use of public and private
funds. The following
strategies should guide
those investments:

Extend the impact of
public funds by join-
ing in partnerships
with other organiza-
tions and private de-
velopers.

e Coordinate private
funding strategies to
complement civic in-
vestment.

e Planinvestments in

phases such that cu-

mulative benefits will
be realized.

4. Develop a coordinated
walkways and trails sys-
tem.

A circulation system that ac-
commodates pedestrians and
bicyclists should include a con-
tinuous on and off-street net-
work of lanes, paths and trails
throughout the City Center with
establish links to regional sys-
tems. This will help reduce de-
mand for parking and also pro-
vide a recreational amenity as
well.

New development should be
planned to link with the existing
walkway and trails system and
should be designed with the
special climatic conditions of
Bellingham in mind.

5. Improve auto and transit
access, circulation and
parking.

The City Center street system
should be evaluated to deter-
mine if changes are needed to
better address established
goals related to access, circula-
tion, safety, streetscape design,
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parking and economic devel-
opment.

A parking management sys-
tem should maximize use of
existing parking resources. A
series of new, strategically lo-
cated parking facilities should
be developed in conjunction
with other public and private
uses.

6. Establish a distinct
landscape design image
for downtown Bellingham.
The City Center should ex-
press its identity as a livable,
coastal setting. A consistent
scheme of landscape and
streetscape elements could be
used to express this unified
identity. This includes such
items as a coordinated set of
street furniture, lights, signs,
and paving designs.

7. Clearly identify gate-
ways into the City Center
in conjunction with an
overall public way-finding
system.

View of the City Centerand Bellingham Bay.

Over the years, downtown
planning processes have con-
sistently noted that there are
not adequate landmarks, signs
or other identifying features
leading to the City Center or
the waterfront from the free-
way or from other sections of
the City.

To address this issue, entries
or “gateways” to the City Cen-
ter should be established with
distinctive landscaping and
signage so that entry points
are clearly recognizable.

Also, a “wayfinding” system
containing a series of signs
and graphics is needed to help
people find City Center desti-
nations.

8. Establish a proactive
program to encourage
and build housing for the
full range of income lev-
els, either as stand-alone
projects or as part of
mixed use developments.
Based on the experience of
other cities across the U.S.,
the introduction of housing for

all income ranges is a critical
component in successful
downtown redevelopment ef-
forts. Housing contributes to
the overall health of down-
towns by encouraging invest-
ment in new and older build-
ings, enlivening the streets
and supporting downtown
businesses. In order for hous-
ing to succeed in Bellingham's
City Center, it is necessary to
create an environment with a
rich mix of uses and a sense
of place. One such opportu-
nity identified in this plan is the
area along the south end of
Railroad Avenue, known as
the Morse Hardware site (see
Chapter 10). This area near
the farmers market presents a
prime opportunity for redevel-
opment with housing projects,
street-level retail, restaurants,
parking and entertainment —
exactly the kind of develop-
ment that is critical to the suc-
cess of redevelopment efforts
in Bellingham’s City Center.

9. Improve Whatcom
Creek as a scenic and
recreational corridor.

The character of Whatcom
Creek, its pedestrian trail and
the habitat along the edges
should continue to be pro-
tected and enhanced where
appropriate.

10. Improve public ac-
cess to the waterfront.

The waterfront is the City Cen-
ter's underused resource. It
offers exciting opportunities for
recreation, commerce and liv-
ing in an environment that is
uniqgue between Seattle and
Vancouver, B.C. This asset
could be one of the city's
greatest draws in the future.

Bellingham City Center Master Plan

1-3



Achieving the Vision for “Everyone’s Neighborhood”

11. Provide public facili-
ties that will enhance liv-
ability.

The City should provide addi-
tional facilities to complement
community functions, including
developing a new library and
meeting space. A Community/
Youth Center and an enlarged
Senior Center also should be
developed and more space
added to the Mount Baker
Theater. New government of-
fice space should be located
within the City Center, not in
abutting neighborhoods. Out-
door plazas, public markets,
recreational sites, and public
art should be developed.

12. Promote a healthy and
diverse economic envi-
ronment in the City Cen-
ter.

Coordinated with the City’s
downtown market analysis,
development should focus on
projects that will promote a
healthy economic climate.
Also the City should work to
recruit businesses, property
owners and developers who
will contribute to the economic
vitality of the City Center.

13. Provide the leadership
to implement the Plan.

The City should work with
public and private sector
groups to help lead the devel-
opment and revitalization ef-
forts for Bellingham's City
Center.

Implementing the recommen-
dations in this plan may, in
some cases, require the City
to purchase or otherwise par-
ticipate in the redevelopment
of underutilized property to

gain access to grants or other
funds not available to the pri-
vate sector.

lllustrative Plan

Summary

How might the City Center ap-
pear after implementation of
the Plan? The map that fol-
lows illustrates its potential
character by 2020.

e The park system includes
Whatcom Creek, Maritime
Heritage Park, a potential
Civic Center Plaza between
Lottie and Central Streets, a
series of recommended “art
parks” along Champion and
a linear landscaped median
on Railroad Avenue with
parks at both ends. Any
changes to Railroad Avenue
should be evaluated against
the need for additional off-
street parking in the area.

e New cultural facilities could
include a Northwest Discov-
ery Center somewhere in
Old Town, a new library,
expanded Mt. Baker Thea-
ter and Whatcom Museum
facilities, a Senior Center at
Cornwall and Ohio, and a
Community/Youth Center at
the Municipal Court site.

e Streetscape improvements
could include enhanced
crosswalks, banners, kiosks
and coordinated furniture.

o Existing buildings are reno-
vated and adapted to new
uses, including specialty re-
tail, offices and housing.

e New mixed-use develop-
ments add retail, housing,
work spaces and parking at
Railroad and Holly, Morse
Hardware site, Sash-n-Door
area and Cornwall and Ohio
Streets.

e Waterfront access is en-

hanced.

e Entry experiences into the
City Center are enhanced
with gateways and an im-
proved wayfinding signage
system.

These improvements, as well
as others, are addressed in
the chapters that follow.

1-4

Bellingham City Center Master Plan



Achieving the Vision for “Everyone’s Neighborhood”

PLACEHOLDER FOR CITY CENTER
ILLUSTRATIVE PLAN
8 1/2 X 11
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