
Future Shorelines: Planning for coastal and riverine flooding 
in Whatcom County 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Last year, Whatcom County asked a big question: How do we plan for a shoreline that’s literally moving?�Flooding, erosion, and sea level rise are reshaping communities along the coast and rivers faster than our plans can keep up.
So we set out to help the Whatcom community see — and plan for — its future shorelines.



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
I’m Rachel, a water resources engineer with Herrera Environmental Consultants, and our climate adaptation and resilience lead.
If you heard “engineer” and got worried – I’m not going to show you any graphs or complex figures
I focus on translating the science and engineering into planning and policy 



Reflection 
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
My goal for today: share lessons learned and tools developed from the Whatcom County Future Shorelines project

This should interest you if: dealing with flooding issues, updating your climate element and comp plan, or interested in adaptation planning more broadly




Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We’ve all seen the headlines — higher tides, flooded parks, disappearing beaches.�In Whatcom County, that’s not tomorrow’s problem — it’s happening now.
Sea level rise, flooding, erosion — they’re not separate problems anymore. They’re merging into one big messy future.
This project sought to address that



Local relevance

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Local planners are being asked to make big decisions — about homes, roads, and ecosystems — without knowing exactly where the future shoreline will be.�Big challenge: how do we plan when the map itself is shifting? 
As engineers and planners, we wanted to help communities move past the question of ‘what’s going to happen?’ to ‘what can we do about it?’”



The gap

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The Future Shorelines project, focused on making tools that connect what we know with what to do.�Whatcom County brought us in to help lead a new kind of planning effort — one that connects science, planning, and policy so communities can start adapting now, not decades from now.



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
To make this work, we needed a multi-jurisdictional team 
Whatcom County’s shoreline isn’t just one place — it’s cities, tribes, ports, and rural areas, all connected – same waters, similar risks.�A key to this projects’ success was having a core team — to share data, align goals, and plan together for a resilient future shoreline.



Whatcom Future Shorelines 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Many projects focus on either rivers or coasts, or on flooding or erosion — but in Whatcom County, those hazards meet.�We brought them together in one integrated assessment to see the full picture of risk and resilience across the shoreline system.�That big-picture view helped communities understand how changes upstream and along the coast connect — and where coordinated action matters most



Complex science
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
To do this, we first developed a vulnerability assessment
Understand where flood and erosion hazards converging at different timelines with important infrastructure and natural resources
Use latest and best available science from USGS, UW Climate Impacts Group, and local modeling efforts



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
FOUND that challenges are big
24% increase in floodplain area
Over 192 miles of road impacted
90 critical facilities
Close to 9,000 buildings



Local relevance

Photo credit: Christopher Ramirez

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Big impacts to housing
Lose housing in areas where also trying to increase housing
Areas slated for growth in future floodplains
Huge need to direct future growth outside of areas exposed to flooding and erosion.




Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Big part of project was taking the assessment and moving to planning 
Our job was to take that solid foundation of science and turn it into a framework
connecting data to local planning, policy, and design decisions
so communities don’t just understand risks, but can start making practical choices to build resilience



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
To move from science to action, we developed a suite of tools�They include an Adaptation Strategy Library, a Pilot Adaptation Plan in Birch Bay, policy guidance, and interactive platforms — a StoryMap and decision-support tool — to make the science accessible.�Going to share about these on the following slides



Adaptation strategy library 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Once we understood the risks, we built an Adaptation Strategy Library — a toolbox of actions communities 
It includes nature-based designs like beach nourishment and restoration
Policy tools like setbacks and development standards
Infrastructure measures like drainage upgrades.�



Adaptation pilot plan 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Birch Bay was our pilot site
It’s one of the most dynamic and developed shorelines in Whatcom County
Created sub areas – identifying potential near, mid, and long term adaptation pathways to increase resilience in each area of the community 



Climate overlay
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
As a next step, we proposed developing a climate overlay — based on projected mid-term flooding and erosion
Overlay shows where policies might need to evolve — where setbacks, buffers, or development standards could account for future conditions.
We identified that strategies need to focus on restricting new development and directing growth outside of the future floodplain areas



StoryMap (External)

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Instead of a just a static report, we built a StoryMap —  walks users through the science, the findings, and the next steps in a visual and digestible format
Lets users zoom in on their community - Explore different time frames, locations, hazards, and impacts
Helps everyone get on the same page�



Decision-support tool (Internal)

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We also built a decision-support tool — an interactive map where planners on the project team can visualize scenarios, and start asking ‘what if?
See impacts to buildings, critical facilities, and roads at different timeframes
Turn complex data into interactive maps they can use for local decision making



Reflection 
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This project is a great example of continuing to move the needle on climate planning�We were reminded that adaptation planning works best when it’s collaborative and grounded in best available science.�
Herrera’s role — translating complex science into actionable local resilience — is exactly what we love to do. And we’re excited to help other communities take these next steps




Thank you 

Whatcom County 
Future Shorelines 
Project

Rachel  Johnson
r joh n s on @ h e r re r a in c . c om

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Hope this quick talk sparked something for you in the lessons and tools from the Future Shorelines project

If interested in learning more about Whatcom County’s Future Shorelines, follow QR code here to see StoryMap, project materials
If have any questions, send me an email or find me after

Thank you for your time!

mailto:rjohnson@herrerainc.com
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