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PADDEN CREEK sewer spill FAQ 
 

Q: Is there any news about water quality at Marine Park?   
A: Daily sampling is conducted of Padden Creek at 22nd Street, 16th Street, 14th Street and the 
mouth of Padden Creek.  Test results show fecal coliform levels diminished greatly over the 
weekend, but are still above the safe level to remove the health postings. 

Q: It did not make sense to me to spend money on the daylighting, hardly get it finished and 
there they are digging up the road and this happens - why don't they coordinate things better, 
would it not reduce the cost?   
A:  The sanitary sewer replacement project requires modification of the old brick tunnel that 
used to contain Padden Creek. This modification will be significantly easier and less expensive 
to do now that the Creek has been removed from the tunnel. The design of both projects was 
closely coordinated including installation of a large casing under the 22nd Street culvert for the 
future sewer main replacement project. 

Q: How often and where will fecal coliform bacteria be monitored in Padden in the coming days 
and weeks?   
A: Daily sampling is conducted of Padden Creek at 22nd Street, 16th Street, 14th Street and the 
mouth of Padden Creek.  Sampling and testing will continue until fecal coliform levels are within 
safe levels. Additional testing at three additional locations is being conducted today to ensure 
there are no residual hot spots.  

Q: Will the public works people put information on a city website about Padden Creek's water 
quality and the sewage leak response?   
A: The City will maintain a Frequently Asked Questions information page on the spill response 
located on the Public Works website. 

Q: Who will be the City's public contact for questions and answers about the creek's water 
status?   
A: All questions should be referred to askpw@cob.org .  Your question(s) will then be directed 
to the appropriate personnel. 

Q: Were samples of water taken on the day that spill was discovered?   
A: Yes. Samples were collected shortly after discovery of the spill, and have been collected daily 
since. 

Q: To flush the creek from Lake Padden water, how much was drained from the lake, and how 
long will the water be released from the lake to the creek?   
A: The control structure dam at Lake Padden does not have a flow meter.  Water will be released 
from the lake to the creek for as long as necessary to assist in reducing the fecal coliform levels. 

Q: How and when will the sewage that was diverted to the old tunnel be removed from the 
tunnel?  
A:  The sewage was in the old tunnel, but is not trapped there. Significant amounts of stormwater 
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flow are still routed into the tunnel from the Happy Valley Neighborhood and Western 
Washington University.  Only the creek was removed from the tunnel.  There is nearly always 
water flowing in the tunnel from these sources. Two rain showers over the weekend increased 
storm flows through the old tunnel and flushed much of the bacteria out. Monday, Feb. 29 the 
City pumped all water within the old Padden Creek tunnel into the sanitary sewer to remove any 
remaining bacteria. Additionally flow from Lake Padden has been increased to help flush 
bacteria out of the creek.  
 
Q: Was there a survey of fish or macroinvertebrates after the spill to discover if there was any 
death in the stream ecosystem from the sewage release?   
A: Public Works Natural Resources is monitoring the affected area of Padden Creek for 
biological impacts through visual inspections. A survey of the entire lower Creek was conducted 
on Thursday afternoon and again on Monday morning. No dead or distressed fish were observed 
in either survey.   
 
Q  What caused this sewage spill?  
A: As part of the City of Bellingham Sewer Main Replacement Project, the City's contractor was 
working with a sewer bypass pumping system and mistakenly placed the discharge of the sewer 
pump into a storm drain manhole. The City and contractor are working cooperatively on impacts 
as first priority. 

Q: Who was doing the work?  What did the work entail? Was it part of the Padden daylighting 
project?   
A: The City contractor on this Sanitary Sewer Replacement Project is Strider.  The work is part 
of the Sewer Main Replacement Project - not the Padden Daylighting Project. 
 
Q: How much sewage went into the creek?  
A: The City estimates approximately 200,000 - 300,000 gallons may have entered the creek over 
a 48-hour period. 
 
Q:  When did the spill occur and when was it discovered?  
A: The pumping occurred over two days. The sewer bypass began on Tuesday, Feb. 23 at around 
2 p.m. and discontinued on Thursday, Feb. 25 at approximately 4 p.m. This occurred at 20th 
Street and Old Fairhaven Parkway.  The Sanitary Sewer Replacement Project is replacing 
sanitary sewer piping in the Happy Valley Neighborhood to remove sewer siphons from under 
the old tunnel and the newly daylighted creek channel. Ecology was notified Thursday, as soon 
as the City knew about the spill.  The City and Contractor have been working with Ecology and 
Public Health since the spill was discovered.  
 
Q: How was it discovered?   
A: City-sponsored Washington Conservation Corps crews were completing some planting along 
the creek bank downstream and noticed discoloration in the water and immediately notified the 
City.    
 
Q:  What are the fecal coliform readings?  
A:  We wanted to be very proactive, so we closed the Creek and Padden Lagoon. Sampling show 
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the City's efforts to remove fecal coliform from Padden Creek are working. The most recent data 
available are from Sunday February 28. Results were 100 colony forming units (cfu) per 100 ml 
immediately downstream of the spill and 260cfu at the mouth of the creek. These are well within 
the expected range for an urban creek but are still slightly above State water quality standards.  
 
We will continue to test and monitor the creek and will notify the public when it is safe to be in 
contact with the water.   
 
Q:  Should people should stay out of Padden Lagoon as well?  
A:  Yes, people and their pets should stay out of the Padden Lagoon as well. 
 
Q: What are the directives from the county health department and Ecology?   
A: Continue to follow sampling protocol and keep the creek and lagoon closed until levels return 
to normal. 
 
Q:  What was done to halt the discharge?   
A:  As soon as the City and contractor became aware of the spill, the work area was stabilized to 
allow the sanitary sewer to flow through the work area safely again, and the bypass pumps 
turned off, stopping the discharge.  
 
Q:  What can the city do to restore the health of Padden Creek? Is there cleanup occurring?  
A:  Last week the City was pumping all water within the old Padden Creek tunnel into the 
sanitary sewer. We have increased flow from Lake Padden to help flush the bacteria out of the 
creek. The City is continuing to monitor the water quality of Padden Creek.  The results of this 
monitoring will determine cleanup measures. 
 


