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The City of Bellingham is dedicated to eliminating pollutants that enter Lake Whatcom, the drinking-
water reservoir for over 85,000 Whatcom County citizens. It was found that concentrations of
pollutants were entering the lake at Bloedel Donovan Park, particularly during stormwater-runoff
events and from boating activities.

The three-acre parking lot at the park serves hundreds of vehicles every day as visitors enjoy
Bellingham’s busiest park.  These vehicles leave oil and other automotive fluids on the asphalt, and
these pollutants were carried down the gently sloping surface and into Lake Whatcom with the next
rain.

As the lake’s largest and most accessible public boat launch, the park is the site of significant boat-
launch activity.  Although boaters are prohibited from dumping bilge water on the site, it has been
difficult to control this activity. The bilge water from motorized watercraft typically contains
amounts of oil and gas that drain out as well.  Historically, this polluted bilge water ran back into the
lake.

This combination of pollution from vehicles and boats became a serious concern for Lake Whatcom
water quality.  The City’s Engineering Department analyzed the situation and developed a plan that
incorporates four systems to filter the stormwater and the unwanted bilge-water runoff from 95% of
the parking-lot surface before it enters the lake (see site plan drawing A).

These systems are:
1) Rain gardens to treat and infiltrate runoff (detail sheet C);

2) StormFilter® vaults to filter pollutants via a series of cartridges filled with filter media (detail sheet B & C);

3) A sand filter to treat road runoff that enters the park from the bordering arterial (detail sheet B); and
4) Infiltration galleries that accept pre-treated water and further cleanse the water by infiltration (detail sheet B & C).

Public Works Engineering staff designed the water quality system.  Construction was accomplished
with the assistance of several city departments and the Washington Conservation Corps. The total
cost of the project was $123,324, funded by the City of Bellingham Storm and Surface Water Utility
with a small grant from Puget Sound Action Team.
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RAIN GARDEN

The first of these elements is the rain garden, a relatively new
concept in stormwater management.  These micro-scale features
harness the natural processes of plants and soil to capture
pollutants while adding beauty to their surroundings.  Native
plants are placed in the garden for minimal upkeep and
survivability.

The Bloedel Donovan project incorporates two of these rain
gardens in our pollution-control plan.  One of the gardens is
situated at the entrance to the park.  Prior to its installation,
stormwater from the upper parking lot and Electric Avenue, the
adjacent arterial, drained through pipes into Lake Whatcom.  Now
the rain garden infiltrates most of that stormwater after treating it
by means of soil and vegetation.  Stormwater that exceeds the rain
garden’s capacity overflows to a filter cartridge system and
infiltration gallery.  The rain gardens not only enhance the quality
of the stormwater but add beauty to the site as well.

The rain garden at the entrance to the park.

Indigenous plant life thriving in rain garden.
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Interpretive sign in rain
garden at park entrance.
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The second rain garden is located at the lower end of the park
near the boat launch. Because stormwater and pollutants from
boats and vehicles using the parking lot flowed directly down the

boat ramp and into the lake, this
rain garden was designed to capture
runoff that could not be treated by
filter vaults or other means.  Runoff
is directed to the rain garden by a
simple asphalt berm.  The water is
treated and infiltrated rather than
flowing directly into the lake.

StormFilter® VAULT
The second method used for pollution protection is the
StormFilter® vault.  Two vaults were used on this project, one for
the lower parking lot and one near the upper parking lot.  These

are proprietary devices from Storm
Management, Incorporated, of
Portland, Oregon.  Water on the

lower parking lot is diverted by a berm to the
vault instead of flowing directly into the lake.
Media cartridges within the vault provide
treatment.  For these installations, the City
uses perlite as the filter medium.

Boat-launch area prior to construction.

Construction of lower rain garden.

Construction inspectors performing a
walk-through of the final project.

A rain garden doing its job.

Parking lot prior to installation.

Filters in the vault.

Completed StormFilter R  system.
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SAND FILTER

The third method is a sand-filter structure designed to capture
stormwater from Electric Avenue.  This arterial street was
connected to the Bloedel Donovan piping system, redirecting
runoff into the sand filter for treatment.  As with the other
stormwater-control installations, this system does not detract
from the function of the park or the enjoyment of its visitors.

INFILTRATION GALLERY

The fourth water-treatment process consists of two infiltration
galleries. These systems take water cleaned by the other systems
and infiltrate it into the ground.  Water from the filter vaults and
overflow from the sand filter and the upper rain garden are
directed to this final treatment process.  The systems were
installed at the westerly side of the park near the playground and
swimming area, and at the boat-launch and picnic
area. The infiltration galleries operate without
disrupting the functionality and beauty of the park.

The sand filter, behind a cottage-stone wall.

The system after construction.

Playground and swimming area

prior to construction.

Filter system under construction.

Where did that water go, anyway?
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