City Center Master Plan

Belingham, Washington "

August 2002







City Center Master Plan
Bellingham, Washington

August 2002

Prepared for the City of Bellingham by
Winter & Company
Hoshide Williams Architects
Shapiro & Associates
Nakano Associates, LLC




Credits

City of Bellingham

Mark Asmundson, Mayor

Patricia Decker, Planning Director

Steve Price, ONCD Director

Greg Aucutt, Senior Planner, CCMP Project
Manager

Sheila Hardy, ONCD Special Projects Manager

Rick Decker, Parking Services Manager

Clark Williams, Public Works Transportation
Manager

Bea Pearson, Planning Secretary

Chris Behee, GIS Analyst

Consultants

Winter & Company
775 Poplar Avenue, Boulder, CO 80304

Noré V. Winter, Project Director
Diana Brent

Julie Husband

Brian W. Koenig

Ray Kramer

Jonathan Modell

Linda Rathbun

Betsy Shears

Hoshide Williams Architects
121 E. Boston, Seattle, WA 98102

John C. Williams

Shapiro & Associates
101 Yesler Way, Suite 400, Seattle, WA 98104

Steve Lovell

Nakano Associates, LLC
300 East Pike, Ste 2000, Seattle, WA 98122

Kanechi Nakano
Bob Birkeland

With assistance from:

Leland Consulting Group
325 NW 22nd Ave., Portland, OR 97210

David Leland




Table of Contents

Page No.

Introduction

The Planning Process Intro-2
Market Opportunities Intro-3

1. Achieving the Vision for “Everyone’s Neighborhood”
Refining the Vision of the City Center 1-1

Key Strategies 1-2
lllustrative Plan Summary 1-4

2. Land Use and Zoning
Background

Issues and Opportunities
Recommended Actions

I\)II\)I\)
NN -

3. Character Area Development
Background
Issues and Opportunities
Recommended Actions
1. The Commercial Core Character Area
2. Old Town Area and Maritime Heritage Park
Character Area

W W W W W
Rww=a

3. Railroad Avenue and State Street Character Area  3-5

4. Civic Center & Cultural District Character Area 3-5

5. Waterfront Character Area 3-7
4. Historic Resources
Background 4-1
Issues and Opportunities 4-5
Recommended Actions 4-7
5. Automobile Circulation, Wayfinding & Signage
Background 5-1
Issues and Opportunities 5-3
Recommended Actions 5-5

6. Parking Facilities Strategy
Background

Issues and Opportunities
Recommended Actions

@?3@
NN =




Table of Contents (cont...)

Page No.

7. Bicycle and Pedestrian Circulation Systems
Background 7-1
Issues and Opportunities 7-2
Recommended Actions 7-2
8. Streetscape Design
Background 8-1
Issues and Opportunities 8-1
Recommended Actions 8-2
9. Parks, Open Space & Public Art
Background 9-1
Issues and Opportunities 9-2
Recommended Actions 9-3
10. Opportunity Site Development Concepts
Introduction 10-1
1. The Old Town Area 10-3
2. Sash & Door Site 10-6
3. The Civic Center and Cultural District 10-8
4. Senior Center 10-11
5. Community/Youth Center 10-12
6. Commercial and Cornwall Streets 10-13
7. Intersection of Railroad Avenue and Holly,

Including the SeaFirst and Flame Tavern Sites 10-15
8. South Railroad Avenue Parking Facility

Including the Farmers Market 10-17
9. Morse Hardware Site 10-18

Appendix A: Implementation Strategy A




List of lllustrations

Project Boundaries Map

2001 Air Photo

lllustrative Plan

Zoning Map (General Use Types)

Design Standards Zone Map

Character Area Boundaries Map

Reference Points and Historic Resources Map

Traffic Circulation

Alternative Gateway Design Concepts

Gateway Sign Concept

Large Key Information Point Design

Key Information Point Design
Trailhead and Interpretive Markers

Wayfinding System Map

Existing and Potential Public Parking Facilities

Holly and Railroad Avenue: Redevelopment
Phase One

Holly and Railrad Avenue: Redevelopment
Phase Two

Railroad Avenue Parkway Cross-Section

Type A Intersections

Type B Intersections

Type C Intersections

Type D Intersections

Type E Intersections

Bicycle Routes Map

City Center Promotional Panel System

One Example of a Promotional Panel System
Information Kiosk

Whatcom Creek Linear Park Concept

Parks and Trails Map

Opportunity Site Development

The Sash-n-Door Site Development Concept

Development Concept for a Civic Center

Festival Street Concept

Farmer's Market Concept for S. Ralroad Avenue

Development Concept for the Morse Hardware
Property Site and Adjacent Properties

Page No.

Intro-5
Intro-6

710
ok
©

(J'IOWCJ'IOW-IPOOI\JN—\
=2 20NN OTO

T
oo

G)CINO'I
(&) IS GEN
N —

P
N

PNNNNNNNO®
N © 0O ~ND W

S © W
1 1

PPPoodb

LUn

o

10-14
10-17

10-20







Introduction

Introduction

Bellingham, Washington’s City Center has been a focus
of planning and strategic investment for more than two
decades. During that time, the City has engaged in a se-
ries of planning steps, including a Downtown Develop-
ment Strategies report in 1989, an urban design concept
developed through the American Institute of Architect’s
R/UDAT program (1992), the Visions for Bellingham re-
port (1992), focused plans for Railroad Avenue (1994)
and Whatcom Creek (1996), the Bellingham Compre-
hensive Plan (1995) and an overview of goals and objec-
tives produced through the Downtown Development

Workshops (1998).

Capital improvements have
folowed these planning ef-
forts. Recently completed City
projects include the Maritime
Heritage Park and construc-
tion of an outdoor amphithea-
ter. The Commercial Street
Parkade has seen recent en-
hancements and the City has
committed to managing down-
town parking as a coordinated
system. Trailhead construc-
tion and creek improvements
are also among ongoing im-
provements.

The private sector has re-
sponded to downtown needs
and opportunities. Individu-
ally, many new retail busi-
nesses have invested in the
City Center and corporations
have located their offices
here. Enterprising entrepre-
neurs have improved existing
housing stock and converted
other spaces into exciting ur-
ban residential environments.

All of this work demonstrates
the community’s commitment
to maintaining the vital heart

of its city. Nonetheless, many
opportunities for improvement
remain. While broad planning
concepts have been widely
discussed and general consen-
sSus on major recommenda-
tions exists, individual project
ideas need to be coordinated
more carefully in a plan that
integrates City Center improve-
ments into a series of urban
systems. In addition, some
projects require more specific
design concepts in order to
move them forward to imple-
mentation.

The purpose of this document,
the City Center Master Plan
(the Plan), is to provide the
framework for coordinating
public and private investment
decisions. This framework plan
describes and illustrates the
overall visions for the City Cen-
ter. Accordingly, the plan and
its key strategies provide the
framework for citizens, city
staff and decision makers to
use as they plan and construct
public, private and joint pro-
jects. When appropriate, each

Bellingham’s original City Hall was
constructed in 1892, and it housed
City offices until 1939.

INTRO-1

Bellingham City Center Master Plan



city department will integrate
the plan into their capital facil-
ity and other planning efforts.
New city policies and actions
shall be consistent with, and
further the recommendations
in this plan whenever possible.
Similarly, city staff will assist
the citizenry in complying with
relevant sections.

The Planning
Process

The City of Bellingham estab-
lished its neighborhood-based
planning and zoning system in
the 1980 comprehensive plan.
The system was continued in
the 1995 update. This system
includes specific plans for each
of the City’s twenty-three
neighborhoods, including one
for the downtown area, re-
ferred to as the “Central Busi-
ness District Neighborhood.”
The City has been working
since 1996 to update the
neighborhood plans to be con-
sistent with the overall compre-
hensive plan and the State
Growth Management Act. The
City Center Master Plan up-
dates and augments the CBD
Neighborhood Plan and is in-
tended to be a 20-year plan-
ning document, with recom-
mended changes and physical
improvements phased in over
time.

The Plan contains recommen-
dations for improvements to
the physical elements of down-
town, including: the street, pe-
destrian and bicycle circulation
systems; traffic calming meas-
ures; parking and signage
(wayfinding) systems improve-
ments; parks and open space

Introduction

Recent investments in downtown Bellingham include renovation of this
building at the comer of Holly and Comwall Streets.

Plan Sources

The City Center Master Plan builds upon recommendations
that are set forth in the following documents:
¢ Downtown Development Strategies (1989)

R/UDAT Report (1992)

Visions for Bellingham (1992)

Railroad Avenue Action Plan (1994)

Bellingham Comprehensive Plan (1995)

Whatcom Creek Waterfront Action Program (1996)
Parking Master Planning Study (1997)

Downtown Development Workshop Report (1998)

building design standards
(see separate document,
City Center Design Stan-
dards).

Because it serves as
“everybody’s neighborhood”
this City Center's Master
Plan also includes greater
emphasis on physical and
economic attributes consis-
tent with its role as the
“heart” of the City. A commu-
nity’s downtown area is the
first place a visitor looks to
understand the community’s

sense of itself. Physical evi-
dence of community pride and
“place-making” features must
be part of the downtown of any
truly great city, regardless of its
size.

For all of these reasons, the
City Center Master Plan identi-
fies specific improvement pro-
jects for key “Opportunity
Sites” (see Chapter 10) and
builds on the unique attributes
of each of its five “Character
Areas” (see Chapter 3). This
Plan also goes beyond the

Bellingham City Center Master Plan
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Introduction

regulatory and physical plan-
ning elements to include
strategies for stimulating
downtown’s economy and fa-
cilitating appropriate redevel-
opment.

In early 1998, representatives
from a diverse cross-section of
the community began holding
a series of Downtown Devel-
opment Workshops to exam-
ine downtown Bellingham as it
currently existed and to envi-
sion its future. This planning
process continued with a se-
ries of public workshops, focus
group meetings and personal
interviews. Members of the
Downtown Development
Work-shop Steering Commit-
tee continued to serve as advi-
sors to the development of this
Plan.

Market
Opportunities

In a parallel effort, Leland
Consulting Group provided an
overview of market opportuni-
ties within the City Center.
Their market analysis indi-
cates that opportunities exist
for specialty retail and offices
as well as housing within the
City Center and its immediate
environs. Key markets that
need to be addressed are
downtown residents, govern-
ment office workers, shoppers
from the region and visitors
who are seeking historic and
waterfront-related experi-
ences. Within the residential
market, substantial segments
are students, young profes-
sionals and seniors. These
market segments enjoy dining
in  downtown restaurants,
shopping in specialty stores

and recreating in urban parks.
They also patronize cultural
events and institutions.

Streetscape Opportunities
Government office workers will
use services that are within con-
venient walking distance and
that operate later into the eve-
ning. Tourists seeking to experi-
ence the heritage of the com-
munity will be drawn to the wa-
terfront, Whatcom Creek and
restored historic buildings
throughout the City Center.

For all of these users, it is im-
portant that the streets be visu-
ally attractive and accommodat-
ing to pedestrians and bicy-
clists. It is also essential that a
wide variety of events and ac-
tivities be offered to enrich the
downtown experience.

The location and availability of
civic uses, including libraries,
museums and theaters, should
be clearly identified, as should
public parking, in order to make
these visitors feel welcomed.

While opportunities exist, they
require careful nurturing or the
City Center's potential will not
be realized. A fundamental prin-
ciple for expanding the markets
of the City Center is to “grow” a
larger customer base by con-
structing more attractive, high
quality housing that appeals to
a wide range of occupants.

Housing Opportunities

Recent successes, such as the
new mixed use building under
construction at the northeast
corner of Railroad and Holly,
and new market information in-
dicate that a variety of uses are
becoming viable for downtown.

Many of these focus on in-
creasing the amount of
housing in the Commercial
Core Area itself (see Chap-
ter 3 for the identification of
the plan’s Character Areas)
as well as areas that imme-
diately abut it, because resi-
dents are a key to a sus-
tained economic vitality in
the downtown.

To date, some new housing
has been provided in the
upper floors of existing
buildings. This is an impor-
tant part of the market and
policies should be refined to
encourage continuing adap-
tive reuse of buildings for
residential uses.

In addition, markets are
emerging that will support
construction of new hous-
ing, particularly that which is
targeted at special market
segments. For example, a
new mixed-use office and
housing building is pro-
posed for the former Mason
Building site at the south-
west corner of Railroad and
Holly. New housing projects
will be most successful
when they also incorporate
amenities and services that
enhance these special living
environments.

In general, sites that permit
assembly of larger parcels
offer convenient access to
downtown services, and
have distinct features
should be successful.

Retail Opportunities

While new housing is being
developed, it is also impor-
tant to enhance the offer-
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Introduction

ings of office and retail space.
Street level retail spaces in the
1,000 square foot range will
appeal to the emerging spe-
cialty retail market.

Market Conclusions

All of these users groups are
attracted to the urban ameni-
ties described in this City Cen-
ter Master Plan. This includes
enhanced streetscapes, parks
and water features as well as
exciting shops and restaurants.
They also expect a diverse of-
fering of cultural events and
outdoor activities. The parks,
plazas and civic buildings pro-
posed in this City Center Mas-
ter Plan, therefore, are directly
linked to the economic vitality
of the City Center.

Bellingham’s City Center viewed from the southwest comer of the Civic
Center looking east.

Even so, the fundamental poli-
cies of the City Center Master
Plan speak to the basic goals
for livability that are outlined in
the Bellingham Comprehen-
sive Plan and Visions for Bel-
lingham. These policies tran-
scend immediate economic
considerations in some situa-
tions, while reaching to a long-
range investment in a sense of
community that, in itself, will
also build economic health into
Bellingham’s future.

Bellingham’s City Center viewed from the Civic Center looking southwest
across the waterfront to the bay.

Map on the following page
The City Center Master Plan
project area officially includes
the two City planning areas of
CBD and CBD West. In addi-
tion, some blocks that immedi-
ately abut these areas are in-
cluded, where development
should be coordinated with
that in the downtown.
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