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Executive Summary 
The Bellingham Plan will serve as an updated version of the City’s existing Comprehensive Plan 
established in 2016. Mandated by the State, Comprehensive Plans define guidance for implementation, 
such as zoning and development regulations, capital financial investments, and other specific actions or 
programs. To ensure the plan aligns with community needs, the City of Bellingham relies on public input 
to inform and guide updates to the Comprehensive Plan. 

One such piece of community input is the Growth Survey, which garnered feedback on a variety of 
growth-related topics under consideration in the Bellingham Plan. The goal of this survey was to provide 
feedback from the community to help inform the city’s overall growth strategy over the coming 
decades. The survey was available online between July 8 and August 14, 2024 and was most widely 
distributed by postcard in mid-July. This postcard was sent to all households within the city and included 
a link and a QR code for the survey to be taken in either English or Spanish. Additional outreach was 
completed over email (to the Bellingham Plan email list developed over the prior year), social media 
(posted by both the City and City partners), and in person at events held during the survey window. 
These efforts resulted in 3,230 valid responses, 5 of which were taken in Spanish.  

Notable trends and significant insights from the survey point at the community’s growth strategy 
preferences: 

Respondents see many values in a growth strategy centered around continued investment in urban 
villages and additional development along transit routes. 

They are excited to bring people closer to goods and services and to provide choices to walk, 
bike, and take transit in these areas. 

They can recognize the multiple benefits of urban villages (sustainability, efficiency, pedestrian 
oriented), and want to see them throughout the city.  

Most respondents want a variety of 2+ bedroom units available across the city. Simultaneously, 
they think having units close to urban villages is more important than having them be larger in 
size. 

They want middle-scale housing to be focused along transit routes and near urban villages, 
rather than scattered across the city. 

They also expressed some concerns associated with the existing growth strategy and urban village focus. 

Many appreciate the identified benefits but worry that they have not yet come to fruition in 
existing urban villages. 

They are concerned that existing urban villages are too auto-centric and do not have enough 
safe pedestrian, bicycle, and transit infrastructure. 
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Simultaneously, many expressed concerns about parking access and traffic impacts as we grow 
and urban villages become more developed. 

Growth preferences are rooted in Bellingham’s interest in preserving and celebrating nature. 

There is significant concern that by expanding the city’s boundary, we would encroach  on 
natural lands and wildlife. 

As Bellingham grows, access to green and open space is important to retain for all residents.  

There is a link between respondents’ interest in clustering development in intentional areas and 
their interest in providing clustered stands of trees, rather than evenly distributing both across 
the city. 

There is interest in allowing new areas to develop with a mix of uses. 

Respondents shared their interest in developing new urban villages, both in existing 
commercial areas and in new areas that fill a gap in services. This interest is particularly strong in 
areas located in the northern part of the city, both north and east of I-5. 

There is strong support for introducing small-scale commercial uses across Bellingham’s 
residential areas, but there is interest in addressing potential parking, traffic, and noise/odor 
impacts that might result from their presence. 

 

SSttaayy  IInnffoorrmmeedd  

With a better understanding of the community’s growth strategy preferences from the survey findings, 
the next phase in the update process will be shaped by a commitment to addressing the needs 
identified by the community. As we move forward in the update process, continued community input 
remains pivotal. Stay informed at engagebellingham.org and continue reading for more detailed survey 
results. 
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Survey Results 
 
The response results for each question are listed here alongside narrative summarizing their relevance 
to the Bellingham Plan. Because this survey was primarily distributed through a mailed postcard with a 
survey link, the demographics of the results were skewed more toward owner households than renters. 
To account for this mismatch between the survey respondents and the demographics of Bellingham as a 
whole, the results shown here have been weighted to more accurately represent the overall Bellingham 
community. The weighting addresses for the variation between owners and renters, and it also helps 
bring some of the other demographics closer to representing the city as a whole. See the demographic 
section for more details. 

A copy of the full question wording is available in the appendix. 
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UUrrbbaann  VViillllaaggee  BBeenneeffiittss::  

In Bellingham’s urban villages, residents see value in a safe and welcoming 
pedestrian environment and in focusing services and errands in one area. 

*Note: This trend is consistent for owners and renters, but renters generally prioritized the pedestrian environment more than 

owners, bringing the weighted top result more in the lead. 

Respondents see value in the benefits that higher density and mixed-use development provides in urban 

villages. The results show that residents like a safe and welcoming pedestrian environment, which is a 

key feature of our urban villages. They also appreciate the ability to focus services and errands in one 

area, which results in greater efficiency and helps meet our climate goals by concentrating development 

within urban areas and limiting urban sprawl. When asked for more open-ended feedback, respondents 

also shared appreciation that these compact areas have their own neighborhood character and create a 

greater sense of community.  

Nine percent of respondents selected “other” and provided written detail as one of their responses. 

While many of these added detail to the options provided, another theme emerged of seeing urban 

villages as fostering a stronger sense of community. Additionally, many of the “other” responses 

highlighted concerns with the urban village approach, describing that the listed benefits have not 

panned out yet in existing urban villages. This was emphasized for pedestrian and bicycle safety and 

housing affordability in particular.  
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26%

34%

37%

44%
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Other benefits

Economic opportunities for new businesses

Better access to transit in these areas

Arts, culture, and gathering spaces in one area

More sustainable and efficient development

Ability to focus services and errands in one area

Creating safe and welcoming pedestrian
environment

Benefits to encouraging development in Urban Villages
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UUrrbbaann  VViillllaaggee  CCoonncceerrnnss::  

Respondents had concerns regarding sufficient green and open space within 
urban villages. There was also concern regarding heavy and intense traffic as well 

as not having enough parking in these areas. 

 

Some of the concerns about focusing on urban villages as part of our growth strategy center around 
limited or reduced access to green or open spaces for their aesthetic and recreational values. 
Additionally, the other greatest concerns relate to increased traffic and insufficient parking. Results 
showed that renters were more apprehensive about traffic while homeowners were more concerned 
about impacts to parking availability. When asked for open-ended feedback, other concerns touched on 
the need for robust infrastructure and adequate transit options, affordable housing, attention to safety, 
a dedicated vision with political will and effective planning, sensitivity to the potential for gentrification 
and cultural displacement, and more.  

Twenty percent of respondents selected “other” and provided a written response. Some of the 
additional concerns include: 

1. The auto-oriented/car-focused design of urban village infrastructure. 
2. Lack of affordability of new developments. 
3. Potential displacement and gentrification of cultural nodes within the city. 

11%
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35%
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or otherwise unpleasant
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Not enough parking will be provided, making access
difficult

Traffic in those areas might be too heavy and
intense

There might not be enough green/open space for
recreation and beauty

Biggest concerns with Urban Village approach
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NNeeww  UUrrbbaann  VViillllaaggeess::  

The majority of respondents would prioritize new urban villages in the Cordata 
area, near the intersection of Northwest Ave. and Birchwood Ave., and along the 

James St. Corridor more so than other areas. 

The next question allowed respondents to select an additional area on the map for a location where 
they’d like to see a new urban village. The heat map below summarizes these responses. This map is not 
weighted by demographics but instead represents the raw results. 

 

The city’s seven existing urban villages are represented 
by purple circles on the map. Respondents felt that 

many other areas across the city could be considered for 
potential new urban village locations. The most 

commonly identified locations appear to include the 
following areas or intersections: I-5 and W. Bakerview 

Road, James St. and E. Bakerview Road, the area 
between Alabama, Iowa, James, and Woburn streets, 

and along Electric Ave.  

 

12%

22%

26%

34%

39%

41%

No additional Urban
Villages

Old Fairhaven
Parkway/I-5 exit

Lakeway

James Street
Corridor

Northwest

Cordata

Where would you like to see 
a new Urban Village?
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MMiiddddllee  HHoouussiinngg  LLooccaattiioonnss::  

The majority of respondents feel that middle housing (middle-scale like cottages 
and townhomes) should be encouraged on high-frequency transit routes (such as 

WTA GO Lines), followed by on the edges and perimeters of urban villages. 

 

Almost half (42%) of all respondents agree that middle housing should be encouraged on high-frequency 
transit routes (such as WTA Go Lines) and about a third (33%) of respondents would like to encourage 
middle housing on the edges and perimeters of urban villages. Only a quarter of respondents think 
middle housing should be encouraged anywhere in the city, driven by the market, with no location 
prioritization. This suggests that most respondents see value in encouraging density in targeted areas 
rather than without any prioritization. 

  

   

Anywhere in the 
city, driven by the 
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location 
prioritization

25%
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Villages

33%

On high-frequency 
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42%

Where should the City encourage more middle housing to 
occur?
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AAffffoorrddaabbllee  HHoouussiinngg  LLooccaattiioonnss::  

When considering common trade-offs in affordable rental housing, most 
respondents prefer a smaller unit closer to goods and services than a larger unit 

further away.  

 

This question asks respondents to consider common trade-offs found in affordable rental housing. 
Sometimes smaller units have the benefit of being close to goods and services, making it easier to walk, 
bike or use transit for running errands. Conversely, larger units are often further away from goods and 
services, making it more likely to depend on a car to get around. When forced to choose between these 
two scenarios, most respondents (69%) opt for a smaller unit and appear to value the convenience and 
efficiency that urban living can provide. Eighteen percent prefer a bigger unit, farther away from goods 
and services, 8% had no preference, and 6% preferred not to answer. 

 
 

  

6%, Prefer not to 
answer

8%, No preference 18%
A bigger unit, but 

farther away from 
goods and services 
– a car would likely 

be needed to get 
around

69%
A smaller unit, but 
closer to goods and 
services - walking, 
biking, and using 
transit would be 

easier

If you were/are looking for an affordable rental in Bellingham, 
which option would you prefer?
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HHoouussiinngg  SSiizzee::  

Most respondents envision having two-bedroom units in both central locations 
and dispersed throughout the city 

 
Two-bedroom units are less common than studio or one-bedroom units. However, they are often highly 
sought after, especially by larger families. Twenty-two percent of respondents prefer two-bedroom 
units to be dispersed throughout the city, in middle housing types like townhomes or cottages; 14% of 
respondents prefer two-bedroom units to be incorporated into centrally located areas close to goods 
and services, with units that are likely smaller in size within larger apartment buildings. However, the 
majority of respondents (64%) prefer a combination of both scenarios and would like to ensure that 
two-bedroom units are prevalent throughout the city. 

   

14%
In a centrally located area close 
to goods and services, with units 
that are likely smaller in size 
within larger apartment buildings

22%
Dispersed throughout 

the city, in middle 
housing types like 

townhomes or 
cottages

64%
A combination of 

both

How would you like to see two-bedroom units incorporated into 
our city? 



THE BELLINGHAM PLAN | Growth survey report 12

 
 
   

 

EErrrraanndd  LLooccaattiioonn  DDrriivveerrss::  

Respondents typically consider a mix of factors when it comes to running 
errands.  

 

A number of different factors might drive decision making when it comes to completing errands. The 
majority of respondents (66%) base their errands on a variety of factors such as time or access to 
transportation. A smaller portion (20%) of respondents think most about proximity and are willing to 
spend more money for the convenience of the nearest shop. Only 13% of respondents are primarily 
driven by the price of goods and will drive or find a way to get to the store with the best deals. One 
percent of respondents stated that these factors don’t apply, because they order most things online. 
There is no clear predominant factor 

   

1%

13%

20%

66%
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Neither, because I order most things online

Cheapest price of goods – I will drive or find a 
way to get to the store with the best deals

Closest to me – I am willing to spend more 
money for the convenience of the nearest shop

A mixture – it depends on how much time, or 
access to transportation I have

When thinking of your typical errands (grocery, hardware, 
pharmacy, etc.), what matters most to you?
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EExxppaannddiinngg  CCiittyy  BBoouunnddaarryy  BBeenneeffiittss::  

Respondents said many benefits could be realized by expanding the city’s 
boundary, such as housing affordability, planned communities, more available 

land, and completing streets and trails .  

*Note: This trend is somewhat consistent for owners and renters, but renters generally prioritized providing a mix of housing 

types much more than owners did. This means that the weight results give stronger preference (first priority) to this option 

than the unweighted results did (second priority). 

A large percentage (28%) of respondents did not feel able to answer this question without additional 
information, indicating this is a topic about which the community feels less knowledgeable. Other 
perceived benefits for expanding the city’s boundary were split relatively evenly between housing 
affordability, planned communities, providing more land for development, and completing streets and 
trails. There was less interest in the benefits of suburban development and providing housing near 
nature. 
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23%
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28%

30%
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a wide range of incomes

Biggest benefit to expanding beyond the city boundary
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EExxppaannddiinngg  CCiittyy  BBoouunnddaarryy  CCoonncceerrnnss::  

The biggest concern respondents identified for expanding the city’s boundary lies 
with its encroachment on natural resources and wildlife.  

 

*Note: This trend is somewhat consistent for owners and renters, but renters generally prioritized concerns around providing 

less affordable homes more and encroachment on farmland less. This shifted the order of the highlighted areas in the weighted 

results. 

Far fewer respondents said they did not know enough to describe the concerns with expanding the city’s 
boundary. More than half (60%) of respondents were concerned about encroaching on natural 
resources and wildlife if the city expands its boundary. Most of the remaining concerns (loss of trees, 
less affordable housing, more traffic and emissions, encroachment on farms, and lack of transit) were 
also clear concerns but did not rise to the same level as encroachment on nature. Very few respondents 
(3%) shared none of these concerns. 

3%
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18%
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24%

25%

60%
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None of the above
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Encroachment on natural resources and wildlife

Biggest concerns to expanding beyond the city boundary
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TTrreeee  DDiissttrriibbuuttiioonn::  

Respondents generally prefer Bellingham to cluster development near transit 
and urban villages, which also clusters trees rather than evenly distributing them.  

 

 

 

 

 

This question allowed respondents to select anywhere on a range between the two scenarios described 
above. These scenarios linked development patterns (clustered vs evenly distributed) with tree patterns 
(clustered vs evenly distributed). These responses represent the tendency for development patterns to 
impact tree canopy patterns. 

Respondents generally prefer Bellingham’s development and trees to be clustered rather than evenly 
distributed around the city, with the most common responses either being entirely on that end of the 
spectrum, or left at the center (where the default response begins). Significantly more responses fell 
within the clustered half of the range than the distributed half. While responses were distributed across 
the entire spectrum, this shows a clear overall preference for clustered development patterns when 
their impact on trees is considered. 
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SSmmaallll--ssccaallee  CCoommmmeerrcciiaall  iinn  NNeeiigghhbboorrhhooooddss::  

Respondents are very supportive of introducing small-scale commercial 
amenities into their neighborhoods, especially if impacts are addressed.  

 

Respondents were overwhelmingly positive about the idea of introducing small-scale commercial 
amenities into traditionally residential areas. Sixty-two percent of respondents favored the approach 
without question, while 18% favored it but are concerned about impacts. Very few respondents were 
either neutral, disliked the idea, or needed more information. See the responses to the next question to 
dig more into the types of impacts that respondents were concerned about. 
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SSmmaallll--ssccaallee  CCoommmmeerrcciiaall  iinn  NNeeiigghhbboorrhhooooddss  CCoonncceerrnnss::  

Respondents are most concerned about parking, but traffic and noise/odor 
impacts are also important to consider. 

 

While respondents were very supportive of this idea in the previous question, they do have some 
concerns about its implementation. Their main concerns relate to transportation (parking and traffic 
impacts), but they also are concerned about impacts like noise and odors. A fifth of respondents had no 
concerns at all, and a small number had aesthetic or safety concerns. 

Ten percent of respondents also selected “other” and provided written feedback. These responses 
emphasized a few key concepts not covered in the above options: 

1. The importance of providing alternatives to driving to these commercial locations, with more 
transit, bike lanes, and sidewalks present in their vicinity. 

2. Concerns that multiple spaces may redevelop and shift the nature of the neighborhood, 
especially if they attract crime to the area. 

3. A worry that the new spaces may become chain stores or less useful businesses rather than 
local businesses providing a benefit to residents. 
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Appendix A: Demographic Data 
The results reported above are weighted to represent the true renter/owner breakdown within 
Bellingham. That means that the other demographic information was also skewed, often bringing the 
weighted results closer to Bellingham’s true breakdown. 
 
The following two charts include information about those who responded to the survey. 

 
Residency  

Everyone who cares about Bellingham can take part. Do you live, work, go to school, and/or visit Bellingham?) 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

58%

4%

37%

1%

Weighted Results

62%

5%

31%

2%
Unweighted Results

I live in Bellingham

I live outside Bellingham but work and/or go
to school in Bellingham

I live and work/go to school in Bellingham

I visit Bellingham
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Student Status 

  
 
The below charts represent the demographics of those who responded to the survey as they compare to 
census figures for the city of Bellingham as a whole.  Both weighted and unweighted survey results are 
included. 
 
Ethnicity 

 

Full-time
4%

Part-time
3%

Not a 
student

93%

Student Status

Full=time
6%

Part-time
4%Not a 

student
90%

Student Status (weighted)
(does not include under 18)

86%

1%

1%

3%

3%

4%

3%

80.8%

1.3%

0.8%

6.0%

10.0%

7.8%

3.3%

85.7%

0.9%

1.1%

3.3%

2.9%

4.3%
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Disability Identity 

 
 

Gender Identity 

  
 
  

12.5%
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Age 

 

Household Income 
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Home Ownership 
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Appendix B: Full Survey Content 
While the survey was delivered online, the questions have been inserted here for reference as a pdf. 
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