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1 INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW OF THE PLANNING PROCESS

Explanatory notes

For this preliminary management plan, we have relied heavily on information from the recent work with the
Watershed Improvement Districts to characterize and map both agricultural and watershed priorities in the six WIDs.

In this document, we have included text, maps and tables contained in the Sumas WID Agriculture-Watershed
Characterization and Mapping Report (2016: the “WID mapping report”)1 as reference materials. By including the
actual information here where possible rather than cross-referring out to separate reports, we hope to make this
document easier to use.  Wherever necessary, we have noted the sources for text, maps and tables that have been
copied into this document.

The focus in this preliminary plan will be on clarifying the WID’s priority issues and goals.  These priorities and goals
should be the basis for a more comprehensive management plan that would include actions, budgets and timelines.
Where WID actions have already been initiated, these should be included in the preliminary management plan.

1.1 Process for developing a comprehensive management plan for the WID

We envisage three main stages in the planning process:
· First, preparing an outline for a Management Plan, that includes an overview of initial WID priorities

and background information.  The outline was discussed with the Sumas WID board at their regular
meetings in early 2017.

· Second, preparing a Preliminary Management Plan (this document) to include agreed near-term
actions to advance the WID’s priorities. The Preliminary Plan is based on available information
generated in recent and current efforts, including:

- the all-WID planning session in March 2017,
- work sessions for the Ag-Watershed Characterization and Mapping in 2016,
- ongoing water quality monitoring by the WID and the Conservation District, and
- ongoing drainage management work within the WID.

Where additional baseline technical studies might be needed, the scope of work and estimated costs
for these studies will be included in successive versions of the Preliminary Management Plan.

· Third, preparing a Comprehensive Management Plan over time as resources and funding are secured
to undertake the necessary baseline technical studies for each component of the comprehensive plan.
The comprehensive plan would also include a detailed action plan with timelines for implementation.

1 Whatcom County Agriculture-Watershed Pilot Project (2016). Agriculture-Watershed Characterization and
Mapping Report for the Sumas Watershed Improvement District. Whatcom County Planning & Development
Services.  <Alternate link to the mapping report>

https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnx3YXRlcnNoZWRhZ2RvY3N8Z3g6ZjI1MTFhZmYxMzI4Nzgw
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1.2 Purpose and content of this document

The purpose of this document is to assist the WID board in developing their comprehensive plan over
time.

This document represents a Preliminary Management Plan for the Sumas Watershed Improvement
District (WID).  A future comprehensive management plan could follow the same format and order as this
outline, but with successively more detail and technical information being added to sections of the plan
over time as resources allow.

In preparing this document, we have collated recent and current information on WID management
priorities and concerns from a number of sources.  Where technical and background information was
readily available and could be provided without additional analysis or processing, we have included it in
the relevant sections and appendices of this document.  Other sections in this document are limited to a
description of the content that might be included in a comprehensive Management Plan but that would
need additional work to prepare such content.

Section 2 contains a list of priority issues and objectives for the WID, stated as “desired outcomes”.  A
summary is shown in Table 1, and the process for coming up with the initial suggested list of issues is
described.  A more detailed list of priority issues, suggested goals against which to measure progress, and
initial actions for consideration by the WID board is shown in Table 2.

Sections  3  and  4 provide a summary of available background and baseline information about the
watershed and agricultural systems within the Sumas WID.

Section 5 contains supporting information on additional work and baseline studies that might be needed
to prepare an action plan to achieve the WID’s priorities.  Actions might include:
· actions that the WID board is already undertaking or that could be initiated in future in collaboration

with farmers in the WID, without the need for extra resources or expertise;
· actions that the WID is already undertaking or could undertake in future with the assistance and

collaboration of key partners such as the Conservation District and drainage districts;
· actions that will require additional technical resources and for which the WID and partners will

probably need to seek grant funding.

Appendices contain additional reference information, some which is reproduced from other sources but
which has been included with this document for readers’ convenience.
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2 STRATEGIC PRIORITIES, DESIRED OUTCOMES AND GOALS

2.1 Process for developing the list of suggested priorities

The  following  process  was  used  by  the  project  team  to  develop  the  list  of  suggested  priorities  for
discussion by the WID board.
1. We began with the set of priorities listed on the Sumas WID website2 (water rights; drainage; water

quality; flood management).
2. We added priorities identified in the January 2016 work session and described in the Sumas WID

Agriculture-Watershed Characterization and Mapping Report3 (habitats and species; water flow
processes; agricultural land protection).

3. We  reviewed  all  Sumas  WID  board  meeting  minutes  back  to  January  20154 to collect relevant
statements and decisions made by the WID board and grouped those statements or decisions against
the list of priorities.  We added new priorities where issues were discussed in the WID meetings and
did not seem to fit readily into one or other of the already-identified priorities (outreach and
education; representation; communication).

4. The list of priorities and potential actions was revised after the WID planning session held in Lynden
on March 20th, 2017.

5. We built a master spreadsheet listing the main priorities that had been identified and discussed by
the WID in various processes.  Where the WID board had also discussed or decided on near-term
actions associated with a priority, we included those in the spreadsheet.  The master spreadsheet is
available as an electronic document, and provides the raw material for the priorities described in this
section.

6. We generated a set of suggested priorities, desired outcomes and near-term actions using draft
wording drawn from previous WID documents, statements and decisions, to serve as the starting
point around which the WID board could build their management plan and actions.  These suggested
priorities are shown in Table 1 below.

7. We compared the list of WID priorities to relevant policy statements and goals in two related planning
documents, namely the Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan (2016 update)5 and  the  WRIA  1
Watershed Management Project’s statement of goals (2008).6  Those two planning documents offer
additional context for the Sumas WID’s own priorities, and are shown alongside the suggested WID
priorities in Appendix D.

2.2 Priorities and desired outcomes for the Sumas WID

Each agreed strategic priority should ideally have one or more desired outcomes attached to it,  which
would then be used to:
· establish measurable goals against which progress can be measured and reported regularly (see

section 5.7 for more detail on suggested ways to measure progress), and
· identify actions, an implementation schedule, scope of work and resources needed for

implementation (see Table 2).

2 See https://www.sumaswid.com/projects
3 See Appendix A of this document (WID mapping report executive summary)
4 See https://www.sumaswid.com/minutes
5 Whatcom County Comprehensive Plan, adopted August 2016. http://wa-whatcomcounty.civicplus.com/DocumentCenter/View/21056
6 WRIA1 Watershed Management Project (2008). Goals of the WMP.
http://wria1project.whatcomcounty.org/About-The-Project/Goals-Of-WMP/17.aspx [accessed January 27, 2017]

https://www.sumaswid.com/projects
https://www.sumaswid.com/minutes
http://wa-whatcomcounty.civicplus.com/DocumentCenter/View/21056
http://wria1project.whatcomcounty.org/About-The-Project/Goals-Of-WMP/17.aspx
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Explanatory notes for Tables 1 and 2
The wording in Tables 1 and 2 below is based on statements drawn from WID meeting minutes, WID work session notes in the mapping
report, the March 2017 WID planning session, and other WID documents.
The WID board will continue to review and update the goals and actions listed in Table 2, and will develop the detail of planned actions
over time, as the board progresses towards a Comprehensive Plan for the WID.

Table 1. Sumas WID priorities and desired outcomes, based on WID statements and documents.
Priority issue Desired outcome(s): suggested text for

goal statements.
See Table 2 for more detail on actions

Near-term priority actions

1 Water quality Agricultural activities in the Sumas WID
do not cause exceedances of relevant
water quality standards for surface
water and groundwater bodies.

· (2017) Continue WID’s ongoing water quality
monitoring & response program

· (2018) Spring tour – to be a regular event

2 Water quantity:
water availability for
agricultural use (irrigation,
livestock, processing)

Farmers in the Sumas WID have secure
(legal) access to sufficient water for
agricultural uses.

3 Agricultural protection
(Protecting the agricultural
industry)

The Sumas WID’s plans and actions
contribute to the recognition, protection
and strengthening of the agricultural
base in the WID area.

4 Communication, outreach
and education

Internal: WID members are aware of and
understand the priority issues and
participate actively in WID planning and
implementation of priority actions.

External: Non-agricultural residents in
the WID area, other external
stakeholders and relevant bodies &
agencies are aware of, understand and
support the Sumas WID’s priority actions.

· (2017) Outreach and education with
landowners

· done (2017) Prepare a preliminary
management plan for the Sumas WID

· (2017-18) Review and update the
Preliminary Management Plan, focusing on
manageable sized sections at each board
meeting.

5 Agricultural field drainage Drainage infrastructure and ditches in
the Sumas WID are actively and
effectively maintained.

· (2017) Select and implement a ditch cleaning
project

6 Flood management &
protection

Agricultural lands in the Sumas WID are
protected from flooding due to surface
water runoff at critical times in the
growing season.

7 Water flow processes;
Habitats & species

The Sumas WID’s plans and actions help
to protect and enhance water flow
processes as well as fish and wildlife
habitats in the Sumas watershed.

Notes on Table 1:
· Ordering: Items numbered 1 through 4 are ordered by priority according to the results of the March 2017 WID planning session.

Items (v) to (viii) are in no particular order of priority but have been addressed in minutes of the WID board meetings.
· Priority actions column: At the March 2017 planning session, the actions currently in the right-hand column for 2017 were the

top 4 overall priorities listed for this year. The board may wish to add more near-term priority actions into this column over time,
drawing from those listed in the right-hand column in Table 2.  Note that some actions will need additional external resources or
assistance (see section 5: discussion on preliminary scope of work for such tasks).
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Table 2. Consolidated list of Sumas WID priorities, goals and possible actions.
 Desired

outcome(s):
suggested text

Measurable goals Actions

1 Water quality (last reviewed & updated at WID meeting September, 2017)
Agricultural
activities in the
Sumas WID do not
cause exceedances
of relevant water
quality standards
for surface water
and groundwater
bodies.

Goal statement:
Relevant water quality standards are met
for surface and groundwater within
agricultural lands

Progress could be measured by:
Achievement of required water quality
standards

Recently completed or ongoing:
i. Ongoing water quality monitoring & response program, with new sites added

ii. Communication of water quality monitoring results to farmers (outreach lunch February
2017)

iii. Ongoing landowner contacts to resolve water quality concerns (as reported at regular WID
meetings)

Priority actions for management plan:
iv. Schedule a spring tour for 2018, and make this a regular event (9/2017 meeting).
v. Continue WID’s ongoing water quality monitoring & response program (noted from March

20 work session)
vi. Maintain watching brief on natural asbestos from Swift Creek site and collaborate as needed

with Whatcom County lead (9/17 meeting)
vii. Encourage all agricultural landowners in the WID to implement appropriate BMPs, with

assistance from the Conservation District*
viii. coordinate with other WIDs on funding for and implementation of DNA testing (noted from

March 20 work session)*
ix. Coordinate with Ag Water Board and other WIDs on water quality programs and responses,

including Portage Bay Partnership, implementation of best management practices (noted
from March 20 work session)

* denotes actions that may need additional resources, and more detailed scope & description (see
section 5)
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 Desired
outcome(s):
suggested text

Measurable goals Actions

2 Water quantity: Water for agricultural use including irrigation, livestock, processing. (last reviewed & updated at WID meeting April 11, 2017)
Farmers in the
Sumas WID have
secure (legal)
access to sufficient
water for
agricultural uses.

Goal statement:
All agricultural water use in the WID is
secured through certificate, water lease or
water supplier (such as water association).

Progress could be measured by:
% of total agricultural water use in the WID
that is secured through certificate, water
lease or water supplier (such as water
association).

Recently completed or ongoing:

Priority actions for management plan:
i. Support & coordinate with Ag Water Board for

a. actions related to water rights
b.  and for participation in the Water Supply Work Group (noted from board meeting

April 11th, 2017)
ii. Hydrological analysis (surface and groundwater), including climate and evapotranspiration,

to assess current water use and water availability and identify shortfalls – possibly
coordinate with other WIDs on the analysis*

iii. Pursue and test feasibility within the WID of options such as water exchange or water
banking, changes in place of use, change to groundwater, aquifer recharge etc.*

* denotes actions that may need additional resources, and more detailed scope & description (see
section 5 of this Preliminary Plan)



Version 5 (October 2017) 7

 Desired
outcome(s):
suggested text

Measurable goals Actions

3 Agricultural protection (Protecting the agricultural industry) (Version 3 of April 2017)
The Sumas WID’s
plans and actions
contribute to the
recognition,
protection and
strengthening of
agriculture in the
WID area.

(Note that WID
actions could
contribute to this
priority issue, but
there are also
external factors
influencing it, such
as land prices,
agricultural
markets & policies
etc.)

Goal statement (a):
Important agricultural land in the WID is
protected from conversion through
appropriate zoning and/or voluntary
agricultural conservation easements.

Progress could be measured by:
Acres of land in the Sumas WID protected
by voluntary agricultural conservation
easements

Recently completed or ongoing:

Priority actions for management plan:
i. Consider possible outreach actions with Whatcom County Purchase of Development Rights

(PDR) program

Goal statement (b)
Land use conflicts with neighboring non-
agricultural landowners are reduced.

Progress could be measured by:
Number of complaints received from non-
agricultural landowners by the WID or by
Whatcom County.

Recently completed or ongoing:

Priority actions for management plan:
ii. engage and communicate with non-ag landowners in the WID area about WID priorities and

programs, normal farming operations, right-to-farm etc. (include specific actions in the
communication strategy)*

* denotes actions that may need additional resources, and more detailed scope & description (see
section 5 of this Preliminary Plan)

Goal statement(c):
Suggestions from WID board for goal
statements that might apply here to
indicate recognition, protection &
strengthening of agriculture?

Progress could be measured by:
Suggestions from WID board for indicators
related to ag production?
An example of a measurable achievement
might be the 2009 adoption of the County
Council resolution on preserving 100,000
acres for the ag land base, which
recognizes the value of agriculture and
associated industries for the local
economy.

Recently completed or ongoing:

Priority actions for management plan:
iii. coordinate with Whatcom Family Farmers to address legal challenges and preserve “one

voice outreach” on behalf of agriculture (from March 20 work session)
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 Desired
outcome(s):
suggested text

Measurable goals Actions

4 Communication, outreach, education and reporting (Last reviewed & updated at WID meeting September, 2017)
Internal: WID
members are aware
of and understand
the priority issues
and participate
actively in WID
planning &
implementation of
priority actions.

External: Non-
agricultural
residents, other
stakeholders and
relevant bodies &
agencies are aware
of, understand and
support the Sumas
WID’s priority
actions.

Goal statement(s):
Suggestions from WID board?

Progress could be measured by:
· WID landowner contacts: direct

personal contacts to resolve concerns
or raise awareness; information
shared (e.g. newsletters, website);
landowner concerns/priorities
addressed; feedback received
(informal or through surveys)

· External contacts: information shared
(e.g. newsletters, website); feedback
received (informal or through surveys);
evidence of support for WID priorities
(e.g. in media coverage)

Internal: The WID board will need to communicate with WID members and engage with them on
agreed priority issues, and also to communicate with neighboring landowners, other stakeholders and
relevant agencies.
External: While external communication and engagement could be coordinated through the Ag
Water Board and Whatcom Family Farmers, Sumas-specific information and inputs will be needed to
support these efforts.

Recently completed or ongoing:
i. Meeting held with ReSources on water quality monitoring <2016 - date?>

ii. Work session in 2016 to map and characterize priorities for the WID (Mapping Report
produced with the Ag-Watershed Project team)

iii. Ongoing landowner contacts as reported at regular WID board meetings

Priority actions for management plan:
iv. Internal: review and update the Preliminary Management Plan, focusing on manageable

sized sections at each board meeting (from 9/2017 meeting minutes).
v. Internal: establish a template for tracking and regular reporting of WID progress on priority

issues, based on a set of simple indicators of progress.*
vi. External: coordinate with other WIDs to share what farmers are doing to benefit water

quality and habitat (March 20th work session notes)
vii. External: Coordinate with other WIDs to track legislation, rule-making, agendas and impacts

on agriculture at County, State, Federal levels (March 20th work session notes; Whatcom
County Agricultural Advisory Committee & Whatcom County Planning Commission were
mentioned)

* denotes actions that may need additional resources, and more detailed scope & description (see
section 5)



Version 5 (October 2017) 9

 Desired
outcome(s):
suggested text

Measurable goals Actions

5 Agricultural drainage: Field drainage (Last reviewed & updated at WID meeting April 11, 2017)
Drainage
infrastructure and
ditches in the
Sumas WID are
actively and
effectively
maintained.

Goal statement (a):
Regular, scheduled drainage maintenance
in the Sumas WID area occurs under
programmatic permits, in collaboration
with DID#15 and CDID#31, with mitigation
as required and using approved Best
Management Practices.

Progress could be measured by:
% of agricultural land requiring field
drainage in the Sumas WID:
· that is covered by programmatic permits

for drainage maintenance;
· where drainage infrastructure and

ditches have been maintained and
repaired as needed.

Recently completed or ongoing:
i. Drainage work with local drainage districts #31 and #15 (from March 20th notes)

Priority actions for management plan:
ii. Review and update list of priority actions identified at the January 2016 work session (see list

in Table 5 and the corresponding map in Figure 8, both in this Preliminary Plan).
iii. Select ditch cleaning project for 2017, obtain permits and resources, implement.* (from

March 20th notes)
iv. Develop coordinated plan with the two drainage districts #31 and #15 to cover all areas of

the WID needing drainage maintenance.
v. Proactively identify locations for mitigation sites and mitigation actions that could also

contribute to advancing watershed & habitat priorities (see Table 5 and section 5.3, both in
this Preliminary Plan).*

vi. Obtain programmatic permits from WDFW and other permits as needed, with help from the
Conservation District.*

* denotes actions that may need additional resources & more detailed scope & description (see
section 5 of this Preliminary Plan)

Goal statement(b):
Ad hoc actions (such as beaver
management or sediment removal after a
storm) and/or emergency repairs to
drainage infrastructure are completed in a
timely manner, in collaboration with
DID#15, CDID#31 and Whatcom County.

Progress could be measured by:
Number of ad hoc emergency repairs that
are completed in a year, compared to the
number reported as needing attention.

Recently completed or ongoing:

Priority actions for management plan:
vii. Document the specific procedures for responding to situations requiring ad hoc or

emergency actions. Include these procedures in the management plan and in WID
communications/website.
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 Desired
outcome(s):
suggested text

Measurable goals Actions

6 Agricultural drainage: Flood management & protection (Version 3 of April 2017)
Agricultural lands in
the Sumas WID are
protected from
flooding due to
surface water
runoff at critical
times in the
growing season.

Goal statement (a):
Regular, scheduled maintenance is
completed for flood protection
infrastructure in the Sumas WID area.

Progress could be measured by:
Number of projects, repairs or actions that
are completed in a year, compared to the
number reported as needing attention.

Recently completed or ongoing:

Priority actions for management plan:
i. Review and update priority actions identified at the January 2016 work session (see list in

Table 5 and the corresponding map in Figure 8 of this Preliminary Plan, which include several
possible actions to maintain flood infrastructure in specific locations within the Sumas WID
area.)

Goal statement (b):
Ad hoc or emergency repairs to flood
protection infrastructure are completed in
a timely manner, in collaboration with
Whatcom County.

Progress could be measured by:
Number of ad hoc emergency repairs that
are completed in a year, compared to the
number reported as needing attention.
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 Desired
outcome(s):
suggested text

Measurable goals Actions

7 Water flow processes; Habitats & species (Version 3 of April 2017)
The Sumas WID’s
plans and actions
help to protect and
enhance water flow
processes and fish
and wildlife
habitats in the
Sumas watershed

Goal statement:
Water flow processes (surface storage,
discharge, recharge, delivery) are restored
or protected as necessary in areas that are
important for the watershed (see Figures
14 and 15 in the WID mapping report,
included in Appendix C of this Preliminary
Plan).

Progress could be measured by:
Some options for measuring progress:

- Status of water flow process
degradation (H, MH, M, L) in
assessment units within the
Sumas WID area.

- % effective shade cover on fish-
bearing streams and ditches.

- Culverts & fish barriers removed
vs. remaining

- Acres of wetland or wildlife
habitat restored and/or protected

Recently completed or ongoing:

Priority actions for management plan:
i. Review possible actions to enhance or protect water flow processes in specific locations

within the Sumas WID area,* as listed in the watershed characterization tables prepared
during the WID work session in January 2016 (see Appendix B of this Preliminary Plan).
- Suggested actions in specific parts of the WID include, for example, enhancing surface

water storage, reducing or preventing additional impervious cover, protecting and/or
restoring riparian and forest cover, reducing subsurface drainage rates.

ii. coordinate possible actions with development of programmatic drainage permits, to address
mitigation requirements in drainage permits*

* denotes actions that may need additional resources & more detailed scope & description (see
section 5 of this Preliminary Plan)



Version 5 (October 2017) 12

3 GENERAL OVERVIEW OF THE SUMAS WID

Explanatory note
The following text describing the Sumas watershed and WID area is copied from the 2016 characterization &
mapping report,7 with some modifications and additions. Additional sources are cited in footnotes.

The purpose of this section is to briefly inform readers about the history and characteristics of the Sumas
WID area, provide summary descriptions of the sub-watersheds and agricultural activities, and introduce
some of the issues that have informed the WID’s stated priorities for management.
· In the comprehensive management plan, this

overview section would be more detailed,
with additional maps and tables providing a
synthesis of readily available information on
land use, cropping patterns, hydrology, water
quality.

· In the comprehensive management plan, the
sections on baseline conditions would be
expanded, to include results of new analyses
and possibly new field measurements also.

3.1 Location and hydrology
The  Sumas  Watershed  Improvement  District  (see  location  map  in  Figure  1)  is  located  in  the  eastern
lowland area of Whatcom County, to the north and east of the main Nooksack River within Water
Resource Inventory Area 1 (WRIA 1), bounded by the foothills of the North Cascades Range on the east,
and the USA-Canada border to the north. The WID area covers much of the Sumas River watershed, part
of which is shared with Canada.  The total calculated area within the WID boundary is 23,713 acres. The
area of land currently on the WID assessment roll is 18,544 acres, which includes only parcels over 5 acres
in size, parcels outside urban areas and parcels enrolled in the Agricultural Open Space taxation program
(see map in Figure 4).8

The WID area includes portions of significant tributaries to the Sumas River: Johnson Creek, Breckenridge
Creek, Swift Creek and Dale Creek as well as a small portion of Smith Creek and the Saar drainage east of
the City of Sumas.  These tributaries and other drainages are included in Water Resource Inventory Area
1 (WRIA 1) and all except Smith Creek drain north to the Fraser River system.

The Sumas-Blaine aquifer (the portion of the larger Abbotsford-Sumas aquifer that lies on the US side of
the  Border),  underlies  the  western  portion  of  the  Sumas  watershed  (see  Figure  2).   This  aquifer  is
characterized by its shallow depth to water (less than 10 feet in most areas), limited thickness (mostly less
than 50 feet) and high rainfall during the winter, which combine to make groundwater recharge fairly
rapid but also to make the groundwater vulnerable to contamination from surface pollution.9

7 See: Sumas WID mapping report (2016) Download from http://www.sumaswid.com/
8 Henry Bierlink, Ag Water Board. March 29, 2017.  The total number of acres on the assessment roll can vary
somewhat over time as assessed parcels are consolidated or segregated.
9 Carey B. & Cummings R. (2013). Sumas-Blaine Aquifer Nitrate Contamination Summary. Washington State Department of
Ecology Publication No. 12.03.026. https://fortress.wa.gov/ecy/publications/documents/1203026.pdf [last accessed February
5, 2017]

Additional background information about the Sumas
WID can be found online:
· WID website http://www.sumaswid.com/
· Agriculture-Watershed Characterization &

Mapping Report for the Sumas WID (2016)
www.sumaswid.com

· Story map showing results of WID work sessions
and the Agriculture-Watershed Characterization
& Mapping work (2016) http://arcg.is/29qspLX

· Ag Water Board introductory story map with
general information about the WIDs
http://www.agwaterboard.com/storymap

http://www.sumaswid.com/
http://www.sumaswid.com/
http://arcg.is/29qspLX
http://www.agwaterboard.com/storymap
http://www.sumaswid.com/
https://fortress.wa.gov/ecy/publications/documents/1203026.pdf
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Figure 1. Map showing location of the Sumas WID, with Water Resource Inventory Area 1 outlined in
red. Reproduced from the Sumas WID mapping report (2016).
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Figure 2. Map showing location of the Sumas-Abbotsford aquifer in relation to the Sumas
watershed and the Nooksack River drainage.
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Figure 3. Sumas WID overview map. Reproduced from the Sumas WID mapping report (2016).
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Figure 4. Map of parcels included in the Sumas WID assessment roll (March 2017).  Data provided by Ag
Water Board.
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3.2 Historic conditions in the Sumas watershed

Explanatory note
Understanding the historic conditions in the watershed helps us to understand how the watershed system has
changed over time.  This informs the discussion about what actions are needed for both agriculture and
watersheds, which actions are practical and feasible in the landscape given the topography, soils and hydrology,
and where specific actions would be most effective in achieving both agricultural and watershed priorities.

Before European settlement, there were major Nooksack Indian Tribe settlements concentrated near the
present cities of Lynden and Everson, and at the Forks of the Nooksack River.  The Tribe’s territory included
the major part of the Nooksack lowland.  Many well-defined trails northward facilitated their trade with
the Sumas, Chilliwack, and Matsqua bands of British Columbia, as well as The Hudson’s Bay Company at
Fort Langley. The Nooksacks also conducted more limited trade with tribes to the south and west, the
Semiahmoo, Lummi, and Skagit. 10  The map shown in Figure 5 was prepared in 1858 and shows local
topography and wildlife “of special interest” to the tribes in the area at the time.11

In addition to relying on salmon, gathered fruits and vegetables, shellfish, and wild game for food, the
Nooksack people utilized prairie land to cultivate “Indian carrots”, a prized food item, 12  and also to
harvest fern roots and camas bulbs.  These prairies were located between Lynden and Everson, around
Clearbrook, and near Goshen.13  The potato, which was introduced to the Tribe by the Hudson’s Bay
Company sometime after the establishment of Fort Langley in 1828, was cultivated, traded, and spread
by the Nooksacks to other groups in Puget Sound.14

The area near modern Sumas was part of a huge wetland complex between Fishtrap Creek and the Fraser
River and Native Americans used the extensive waterways to travel.15  The areas around Pangborn and
Bone Creeks in the lower Johnson watershed, the area near the intersection of Van Buren and E. Badger
roads, and the area near the current border station were all wetland.  A map from 1907 shows the E.
Badger road ended at the High School as the area to the north was wetland.16  The area was too wet for

10 Jeffcott, P R. 1949. Nooksack Tales and Trails. (Ferndale: Sedro-Woolley Courier Times), cited in Tremaine, D.G.
1975. Indian & Pioneer Settlement of the Nooksack Lowland, Washington to 1890. Occasional Paper #4. Center for
Pacific Northwest Studies, Western Washington State College.
11 Wells, Oliver (1858).  Map of Indian Territory 1858 showing tribal areas, topography, village sites, Indian trails,
historic sites and wildlife of special interest to Natives.  PR Jeffcott Map#1-15, PR Jeffcott Papers, Center for Pacific
Northwest Studies, Western Libraries Heritage Resources, Western Washington University, Bellingham.
12 Smith, M.W. 1950 “The Nooksack, Chilliwack, and Middle Fraser,” Pacific Northwest Quarterly 41 (1950):330-41,
cited in Tremaine, D.G. 1975. Indian & Pioneer Settlement of the Nooksack Lowland, Washington to 1890.
Occasional Paper #4. Center for Pacific Northwest Studies, Western Washington State College.
13 Tremaine, D.G. 1975. Indian & Pioneer Settlement of the Nooksack Lowland, Washington to 1890. Occasional
Paper #4. Center for Pacific Northwest Studies, Western Washington State College.
14 Edson, The Fourth Corner and Smith, M.W. 1950 “The Nooksack, Chilliwack, and Middle Fraser,” Pacific
Northwest Quarterly 41 (1950):330-41, cited in Tremaine, D.G. 1975.  Indian & Pioneer Settlement of the Nooksack
Lowland, Washington to 1890. Occasional Paper #4.  Center for Pacific Northwest Studies, Western Washington
State College.
15 Luginbill, T. 2017 [personal communication February 21, 2017].
16 Perry, R. 2017 [personal communication February 14, 2017]
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trees to grow17 and in fact the name “Sumas,” which comes from the Cowichan tribe who also lived in the
area, means “land without trees.”18

The upper Sumas watershed was heavily forested; 19 near Everson and Nooksack, there were dense stands
of cedar and fir,  the wood from which supported lumber and shingle mills in the late 1800s and early
1900s.20  Marion West, in her book Clearbrook, A Memoir of Place, describes Clearbrook as a one-time
“sawmill town” and reports that her grandfather cleared the land of “the giant trees leaving only a small
woods along the creek” in 1904.21

In addition to the forest and wetland, prairies were also an important landscape feature.  William Smith
described parts of the Whatcom Trail, which extended from Bellingham Bay through Everson and then
north to British Columbia, in a letter published in the Northern Light of July 2, 1858 as follows: “The first
water and grasses are on Six Mile Prairie.  Five miles on, water.  Two small streams between that and
Lummy [Nooksack] River.  Prairie for 18 miles to the base of mountain, with plenty of water.”22

European settlers began to clear and drain the land for agriculture in the mid to late 1800s.23  By 1880
agricultural settlements were distributed throughout the Whatcom County region with a relatively large
number of settlers in Ferndale, Lynden, and Everson.24  The first agricultural efforts were simple
subsistence farming, but by 1885 the settlers began large scale clearing of the land to support market
agriculture.

Sumas had a township form of governance beginning in 1912 which was mostly focused on maintaining
roads and drainage.25 Chinese laborers dug out Squaw Creek to provide drainage.  In the Sumas area, the
predominantly peat soils were best for growing grass and silage, and farmers focused on raising dairy
cows.26  Early settlers cut grass from wetland areas that dried up in the summer.27  The acidic soils ate
away at the cement tiles used in the earliest attempts to drain the land.  Farmers subsequently switched
to clay tiles and local clay mines were created to meet the demand.28

In the higher elevation areas of the watershed and areas that were originally forested, the soils supported
a broad diversity of crops more like agricultural endeavors elsewhere in the County.29 In Whatcom County
as a whole, 52 different varieties of crop are known to have been grown between 1900 and World War II

17 Perry, R. 2017 [personal communication February 14, 2017]
18 Dougherty, P. 2009. Sumas – Thumbnail History. HistoryLink.org. http://www.historylink.org/File/9204
19 Luginbill, T. 2017 [personal communication February 21, 2017].
20 Moles, K.  2014. Everson – Thumbnail History. HistoryLink.org http://www.historylink.org/File/10775
21 West, M. 2005. Clearbrook, a Memoir of Place. Seattle: Western Home Publishing
22 Tremaine, D.G. 1975. Indian & Pioneer Settlement of the Nooksack Lowland, Washington to 1890. Occasional
Paper #4. Center for Pacific Northwest Studies, Western Washington State College.
23 Luginbill, T. 2017 [personal communication February 21, 2017] and Perry, R. 2017 [personal communication
February 14, 2017]
24 Tremaine, D.G. 1975. Indian & Pioneer Settlement of the Nooksack Lowland, Washington to 1890. Occasional
Paper #4. Center for Pacific Northwest Studies, Western Washington State College.
25 Perry, R. 2017 [personal communication February 14, 2017]
26 Luginbill, T. 2017 [personal communication February 21, 2017].
27 Perry, R. 2017 [personal communication February 14, 2017].
28 Perry, R. 2017 [personal communication February 14, 2017]
29 Luginbill, T. 2017 [personal communication February 21, 2017].

http://www.historylink.org/File/9204
http://www.historylink.org/File/10775
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including hops, flax, bulb flowers, strawberries, blueberries, beets (the primary source of sugar at the
time), cabbage, and potatoes.  Poultry and dairy cows were also extensively raised.30  In 1905, C.S. Kale
helped to found the Nooksack Valley Fruit Association (renamed the C.S. Kale Canning Company in 1909)
in Everson.  The company shipped prunes, apples, pears, cherries, berries, and beans throughout the
region and as far as the East Coast and the United Kingdom.  The front page of the Everson Valley Home
featured a photo of a Kale Cannery Produce shipment that filled 21 train cars and was valued at $65,000.31

Additional historical information and weather records for the Clearbrook area can be accessed on the
website run by local farmer and WID board member Mr. Roderic Perry.32

30 Luginbill, T. 2017 [personal communication February 21, 2017].
31 Moles, K.  2014. Everson – Thumbnail History. HistoryLink.org [webpage] http://www.historylink.org/File/10775
32 See http://rodericperry.weebly.com/

http://rodericperry.weebly.com/
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Figure 5. Map of Indian Territory in 1858, including the Nooksack, Chilliwack, Sumas and Pilalt areas.  From the PR Jeffcott Papers, provided by the Center for
Pacific Northwest Studies, Western Libraries Heritage Resources, Western Washington University.
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