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1. Introductions
The Fairhaven Neighborhood

The Fairhaven Neighborhood sits on the 
Bellingham Bay waterfront, south of Bellingham’s 
downtown, and is within the Bellingham Bay and 
Padden Creek watersheds.  This area was first 
occupied by the Coast Salish Lhaq’temish people 
for nearly 12,000 years. The Coast Salish people 
were sustained by the coastal bounty of shellfish 
harvesting, salmon fishing, villages, and abundant 
natural resources near the water’s edge. In 1855, 
Fairhaven was one of three original pioneer 
settlements that merged to become the City of 
Bellingham in 1904. 

In 2023, the Fairhaven Neighborhood is 
considered a City of Bellingham Urban Village 
with 362 single-family residents and 1,215 multi-
family residents (City of Bellingham Estimated 
Population and Housing Unit Model). The 
commercial center of Fairhaven is registered as a 
National Register Historic District, with 17 historic 
and infill buildings with commercial space and 
residential housing. An industrial base owned and 
leased by the Port of Bellingham lies within the 
neighborhood along with several 

large-scale businesses: the Fairhaven Waterfront 
Transportation Center, which includes the Alaskan 
Ferry and Amtrak terminals, and a bus station on 
the western edge. 

Padden Creek flows through Fairhaven, 
surrounded by a greenway and a multimodal 
trail that follows the creek through Fairhaven 
to Bellingham Bay, providing an important 
connection for the community and a critical 
habitat for salmon and other urban wildlife.  The 
original coastline of this neighborhood was 
much higher and included estuary tidelands 
spanning out from Padden Creek and the Post 
Point Estuaries. The tidelands were used to farm 
shellfish; the bay was used to fish for salmon and 
other native species. Some remaining coastal 
waterfront maritime plant communities and 
lowland coastal forests can be seen in various 
restoration planting along the Padden Creek 
estuary.
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The ’40% Urban Tree Canopy by 2040’ effort is 
led by the Fairhaven Neighbors to increase the 
tree canopy in the residential areas of Fairhaven. 

The Fairhaven Neighbors would like this project to 
meet the following goals:

- Protect Padden Creek & other 
vital water resources by reducing 
stormwater runoff
- Promote carbon sequestration – 
removal of carbon dioxide from the 
atmosphere and storage in solid or 
liquid form
- Produce healthier, more erosion-
resistant, fertile soils (by planting 
‘nitrogen fixers’)
- Provide a nurturing habitat for 
pollinators

The project team includes key neighborhood 
leaders from the Fairhaven Neighbors, volunteer 
residents, and COurban, the lead consultant 
of this study. With the City of Bellingham Small 
and Simple grant funding, the COurban and the 
Fairhaven Neighbors led a workshop to educate 
the neighborhood community members about the 
project and educate volunteers about how to take 
inventory of existing vegetation and street trees in 
the Public Right of Way Residential Areas. 

A primary goal of the volunteer urban tree and 
biodiversity inventory is to establish locations 
for future planting given the neighborhood 
geography, habitats, transportation patterns, and 
where space is available in the City’s Right of 
Way (ROW). Some areas were found to be better 
equipped for adding biodiversity and urban tree 
planting. 

This data provides a base level of information 
that must be incorporated with other factors such 
as the City of Bellingham permitting, residents’ 
and property owners’ needs, and site conditions 
to increase biodiversity and tree canopy in the 
Fairhaven Neighborhood. 

5

 40% Urban Tree Canopy by 2040 Project 
                      Image Credit: Port of Bellingham Comprehensive Improvement Plan
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Benefits of Urban Street Trees and 
Biodiversity

Urban street trees and biodiverse planting can 
help support habitat for pollinators, birds, and our 
community. Each habitat-friendly native garden 
and planting project can symbiotically strengthen 
existing/future landscapes, building habitats and 
connecting habitat corridors. 

A 2013 tree canopy study by the City of 
Bellingham shows that the Fairhaven 
neighborhood includes a semi-connected 
patchwork of urban habitat. The areas along the 
greenways have more than 45% canopy coverage 
and 15-35% canopy coverage in the residential 
areas and around the waterfront. Connecting 
these habitats through planting corridors and 
increasing canopy coverage with street trees 
and pollinator-friendly understory will encourage 
the growth of Fairhaven’s urban biodiversity and 
habitat.  

A recently published study by the Yale School 
of the Environment found that a projected urban 
expansion (worldwide) of up to 1.53 million 
square kilometers over the next three decades 
threatens the survival of more than 800 plant and 
animal species. The study suggests that focusing 
on urban planning that protects habitats and 
biodiversity can mitigate the impact, especially if 
prioritized and done widely. 

Another study found that urban land expansion is 
a significant driver of habitat loss for about one-
third of these species (Rhoan et. Al 2022). The 
authors of these studies suggest that “Cities are 
part of the solution…’’ and “We can build cities 
differently than we have in the past. They can 
be good for the planet; they can save species; 
they can be biodiversity hubs and save land for 
nature.’’ 

                Diagram Credit: The Nature Conservancy

Fairhaven Neighborhood Existing Tree Canopy Map, 2018  Source: City of Bellingham
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Carbon Sequestration and 
Public Health

Prioritizing urban trees and increasing the 
municipal tree canopy are proven ways to 
manifest a healthy environment, air quality, 
temperature regulation, and community. Trees 
act as a sink for carbon dioxide by fixing carbon 
during photosynthesis and storing carbon as 
biomass (Nowak et al., 2013). According to 
the Environmental Protection Agency, forests 
in the United States remove about 800 million 
tons of climate-warming carbon dioxide from 
the atmosphere every year, including close to 
45 million tons specifically from “urban forests” 
— a term that encompasses a wide variety of 
configurations of trees ranging from individual 
street trees to large parks and nature preserves 
(“Inventory of US Greenhouse Gas Emissions and 
Sinks” 2023). As global temperatures increase, 
the need for shade commensurately increases 
along with the natural filtering effect foliage 
provides for smokey, exhaust-affected air quality.

Furthermore, a Toronto study found lower 
incidences of cardiovascular disease in 
neighborhoods with higher tree density (Kardan 
et al. 2015), along with several other qualitative 
studies showing that residents in communities 
with more trees feel a greater sense of 
connectedness, belonging, and trust. 

Stormwater and Rainwater Filtration

Trees play a critical role in stormwater/rainwater 
management by controlling the amount of runoff 
that enters stormwater systems and drains to 
our local waterways, having a filtering effect 
that acts to separate aggregates and pollutants. 
Street trees and native planting can, in turn, 
decrease the amount of runoff, helping to reduce 
local flooding and stormwater overflow. The 
Environmental Protection Agency’s diagram below 
helps explain trees’ critical role in our wilderness 
and urban environments. In the Fairhaven 
Neighborhood, the street trees and the understory 
can help filter pollutants from our vehicles and 
roadways, improve water quality, and diminish 
flooding in Padden Creek and the Bellingham Bay 
estuary. 

        Diagram credit: (Environmental Protection Agency,  2013)

                                                Diagram credit: A4Arch    
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Right of Way Street Trees and Biodiversity 
Inventory
In Fall 2023, the Fairhaven Neighborhood 
biodiversity and tree canopy patches were 
identified by volunteer-led inventory and the 
COurban’s data collection. Sites for potential 
understory and canopy planting were identified. 
All potential sites are outlined in the table labeled 
site ‘Street Tree and Biodiversity Planting 
Locations’ and the corresponding map. 

An additional priority site was identified for 
planting trees and adding biodiversity along 4th 
Avenue above the City’s sewage treatment plant 
and dog park, providing an essential habitat edge 
to the Bellingham Bay estuary, heron rookery, and 
waterfront habitat below the residents. 

Right of Way Street Tree and 
Biodiversity Planting Locations

2. Neighborhood Site Analysis

                                           Image credit: The Fairhaven Urban Village Boundary and 

Land Use Areas Map, the Fairhaven Neighborhood Comprehensive Plan, City of Bellingham 
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Right of Way Street Tree and 
Biodiversity Planting Location Map

Potential Planting Locations

Right of Way Existing Tree Species

Bellingham Bay

Harris Ave

Padden Creek 
Estuary

Padden Creek 
Greenway

Interurban 
Trail

Knox Ave

12th St

Finnegan W
ay

13th St

Mill Ave

4th St

Donovan Ave

6th St

8th St

Wilson Ave

Cowgill Ave

12th St

10th St

Larrabee Ave

Fairhaven Parkway

The inventory analysis found that most of the 
trees in the ROW are deciduous. This could 
be because most approved COB street trees 
are deciduous on the approved street tree list. 
The approved COB street tree list includes site 
constraints and required tree size information. 
The utilities underground or surrounding 
streetscape site lines can also inform the 
tree species’ permit decision. The tree 
recommendations chart in this report suggests 
some deciduous and understory trees to plant, 
and most plants will fit in areas identified as 
potential planting sites. Each site planting will 
need to be specifically designed with the site 
conditions and COB approval is needed for tree 
species not listed on the approved street tree 
list.  
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Fairhaven Neighborhood Right of 
Way Street Tree and Biodiversity 
Recommendations

Fairhaven Residential Street Typologies Planting Examples

Street

Parking 
Strip

Street Tree and Pollinator 
Understory Cluster Planting

Single Street Tree and Pollinator 
Understory Planting

Parking 
Strip

Parking 
Strip

Street

Parking 
Strip

Sidewalk Planting Strip Street 
Tree and Pollinator Understory 
Corridor Planting

Street

Planting
Strip

Planting
Strip

Sidewalk

Sidewalk
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Street Tree Species Recommendations

Native Understory Shrub and Groundcover Pollinator Species 

Light - Full Shade Pollinator Species

Light - Full Sun Pollinator Species

Goldenrod, Solidago                       Cow Parsnip, Fritillaria biflora                          Doulas aster,Symphyotrichum subspicatum Nodding onion, Allium cernuum            Yarrow, Achillea millefolium  Showy fleabane, Erigeron speciosus

Blue eyed grass, Sisyrinchium          Cow Parsnip, Heracleum maximum     Slough sedge, Carex obnuta              Wild Ginger, Asarum canadense    Nootka rose, Rosa nutkana     Goatsbeard, Aruncus dioicus

Kinnikinnick, Arctostaphylos uva-ursi  Beach Strawberry, Fragaria chiloensis         Lady Fern, Athyrium filix-femina       Bracken fern,Pteridium aquilinum  Grey sedge, carex pensa                   Douglas iris, Iris douglasiana

Sea Thift,Armeria maritima                           Oregon sunshine, Eriophyllum lanatum                    Sea Shore Lupin, Lupinus littoralis              Great Camas, Camassia leichtlinii                    Indian Paintbrush, Castilleja

, Quercus garryana , Quercus garryana

Full-Part Sun Tree Species

Light - Full Shade Tree Species

Eddies White Wonder Dogwood, Cornus ‘Eddies White Wonder’

 Serviceberry spp., Amelanchier x grandiflora "Autumn Brilliance" or Amelenchier canadensis

Light - Full Sun Tree Species
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3. Conclusion 
This report outlines the many environmental and public health benefits of increasing tree canopy 
and biodiversity in the Fairhaven Neighborhood, especially with street trees in urban areas. 
Healthier communities have higher percentages of tree canopies (often described as leafy 
neighborhoods). With assistance from the community members, the Fairhaven Neighborhood can 
now strategically decide where to add more tree canopy and wildlife habitat and how to grow their 
program.
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4. Appendix
Neighborhood Inventory Maps
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