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BERM TIMELINE
A brief history of the Birch Bay Drive and Pedestrian Facility Project

2007
Phase 2A of 
feasibility 
study, which 
included a 
preliminary 
cost estimate, 
is completed.

LATE 
2013
Reid 
Middleton 
begins 
preliminary 
engineering.

JUNE 6, 
2015
Open 
house 
#2 

Sources: Whatcom County planning documents, permits and staff. 

10,000 
YEARS AGO
Coast Salish 
people begin 
visiting sum-
mer villages 
at Birch Bay 
for clamming, 
crabbing, fish-
ing, foraging 
and hunting.

1950-52
The U.S. Army Corps 
of Engineers excavates 
between 200,000 and 
300,000 cubic yards 
of gravel and sediment 
from Birch Bay for the 
Blaine Air Force Station 
and other facilities, 
creating a “sediment 
deficit” in Birch Bay.

1975
A report by hydrologist Wolf Bauer recommends a sand and gravel berm to 
replace ineffective seawalls and groins and restore the beach at Birch Bay. The 
current design is adapted from Bauer’s work. 

2006
Phase 
1 of a 
feasibility 
study for 
the berm 
is com-
pleted. 

JULY 2012
Planning for 
the project gets 
underway and 
county officials 
estimate that it 
will be finished 
by about 2020. 

OCT. 2012
Whatcom 
County 
establishes a 
fund for the 
Birch Bay Drive 
and Pedestrian 
Facility Project.

JAN. 2013
Whatcom County 
selects Reid 
Middleton as 
the project’s 
lead engineer. 
Whatcom County 
staffers hope the 
project will start 
in fall 2014. 

SEPT. 24, 
2015
60 percent 
level surveying 
and engi-
neering plans 
complete. 

FEB. 1, 2016
Whatcom County and Environ-
mental Science Associates hold the 
third of three open houses and 
present a 90 percent level design 
for the project that includes a 
schedule for construction.

1982
A flood spurs com-
munity and govern-
mental review of 
the infrastructure 
at Birch Bay Drive.

1984
Whatcom County commissions 
a preliminary engineering 
study that estimates the proj-
ect, including burying utilities, 
will cost roughly $2.3 million. 

NOV. 2016
Property easement negotiations stall due to 
third-party property value appraisals tak-
ing longer than expected. Easements about 
one-third complete in November 2016.

JUNE 2018
The county once again announces 
that construction on the berm will 
not start in the fall, citing easement 
negotiations and permitting issues.

DEC. 2018
A windstorm and tidal surge ripped 
up asphalt and damaged several 
waterfront businesses along Birch 
Bay Drive. The storm did $2 million 
in damage throughout the county, 
mostly in Birch Bay, Point Roberts, 
Kendall and Maple Falls. One lane 
of Birch Bay Drive remained closed 
for six months after the storm.

NOV. 2019
Whatcom County 
public works awards 
an $8.7 million 
contract to Granite 
Construction to 
build the berm.

1977
The Birch Bay 
Drive and 
Pedestrian 
Facility Project 
is included 
in Whatcom 
County’s 
Birch Bay 
Comprehensive 
Plan.

1986
A test section of berm just 
north of the mouth of 
Terrell Creek is completed 
and is effective with 
ongoing maintenance.

1989-1998
The beach is “renourished” with 
sand and gravel eight times 
during this period, according 
to a 2006 study by Coastal 
Geologic Services and others.

2004
A request for the berm project is made 
in the 2004 Birch Bay Subarea Plan, 
which is adopted by the Whatcom County 
Council as a part of the Whatcom County 
Comprehensive Plan in September 2004. 

DEC. 2012
The combination of 
a storm and a high 
tide flood Birch Bay 
Drive and damage 
Via Birch Bay Cafe 
and Bistro.

MARCH 2013
A letter from Whatcom County to 
Birch Bay Drive property owners 
says burying utility lines along the 
length of the berm will be part of the 
project. Later in 2013, Reid Middleton 
estimates that burying the lines would 
cost $25 to $30 million, far more than 
the cost of the berm project itself, and 
the county drops that from the plan.

MARCH 2014
Discussions with 
Reid Middleton 
break down and the 
county terminates its 
contract and hires En-
vironmental Science 
Associates to replace 
Reid Middleton as 
lead engineer.

NOV. 8, 2014
Whatcom County 
and Environmental 
Associates holds the first 
of a series of three open 
houses on the project to 
gather public feedback 
on the berm and walk-
way design. More than 
100 people attend.

JULY 2016
Planned date to have 
needed right of way 
negotiations complete, 
according to schedule 
presented at the third 
open house. 

SEPT. 2016
County officials confirm that 
construction will be delayed another 
year. Construction was previously 
planned to begin in September 2016.

SEPT. 2017
Whatcom County announces, for the 
second time, that the project will be 
postponed due to difficulties with ease-
ment negotiations and permitting issues.

JAN. 2019
The Lummi Indian Business Council signs 
off on the cultural resources section of the 
National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) 
permit, at the time called the biggest re-
maining hurdle for the project. The county 
also still needed to complete one easement 
negotiation, but the property owner’s 
approval hinged on the NEPA permit.

JAN. 2020
Granite Construction starts adding sedi-
ment to the beach. Project scheduled to 
finish in spring 2021. Granite Construc-
tion agree to not work between Memorial 
Day and Labor Day as to not disrupt 
Birch Bay’s summer tourism season.

APR. 2020
Whatcom County budget 
cuts – to prepare for 
an expected revenue 
shortfall due to the 
coronavirus – do not af-
fect project construction.

MAY 2020
Granite 
Construction 
finishes the first 
of two rounds of 
construction.

AUG. 
2020
Construction 
restarts in 
phase 2.

SEPT. 2020
Public works request additional $500,000 
for the project’s budget. Public works staff 
says extra funding will serve as insurance 
in the case of any issues that arise causing 
a possible change or delay in construction.

NOV. 2020
Limestone path 
completed on 
the south end 
of the berm.

JAN. 2021
Public works says the berm performed well – 
protected Birch Bay Drive – during a storm 
with high tides and strong winds. The storm 
caused flooding in areas not protected by the 
berm and threw some debris onto the roadway.

 APRIL 2019
Whatcom County hearing examiner Michael Bobbink approves the shoreline 
substantial development permit, clearing the way for construction to begin.


