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The Day Bellingham ‘Lost Its |

by Meghan Fenwick

Longtime Bellingham residents remember it well: At 5:02 p.m. on
June 10, 1999, the summer evening sky darkened. Across the city,
residents stepped outside to witness the 30,000-foot-tall wall of smoke
erupting from Whatcom Falls Park.

On that day, the city was forever changed.

“I always ask people where they were during that time, because I
think it’s sort of like when JFK was shot,” said Renee LaCroix. “Ev-
erybody just remembers exactly what they were doing.” LaCroix is the
assistant director of the Natural Resources Division of Bellingham’s
Public Works Department.

That summer, nearly 25 years ago, LaCroix was a graduate student
at Western Washington University. She was jogging with a friend
along Bellingham Bay. When they saw the smoke, they stopped.
LaCroix lived near the creek, and, as they walked home, the extent
of the explosion became apparent. She caught a glimpse of the creek
and was horrified to see milky-white and black water with dead fish
floating on the surface.

“I've heard others say this, but Bellingham had lost its innocence
that day,” said LaCroix.

The creek went up in flames near Bellingham’s water treatment
plant in Whatcom Falls Park. The fire and fumes took the lives of
18-year-old Liam Wood and two 10 year olds, Wade King and Ste-
phen Tsiorvas. All three were enjoying the public park.

No aquatic life in the burn zone survived that day. The City of
Bellingham estimates that more than 100,000 fish died as a result of
the fire, including salmon, trout, lamprey and crayfish. Twenty-six
acres of vegetation was lost, including 16 acres of mature trees. Mam-
mals, birds, amphibians and insects died, their habitat destroyed.

Fueled by 237,000 gallons of gasoline that leaked from a ruptured
pipeline owned by the Olympic Pipe Line Company, flames traveled
a mile and a half downstream and stopped just before the interstate.

A series of deficiencies in Olympic’s pipeline maintenance led to
the tragedy. It began with a construction company contracted to
work on the city’s water treatment plant. The company dented the
pipeline in 1994 and did not report it to Olympic, though Olympic
eventually discovered the damage through internal inspections and
never addressed it.

Little physical evidence of the devastation remains on the public
trail system that winds through the park, save for a few dead trees that
passersby might miss if they don’t look up. The creek’s rehabilitation
is a result of a collaborative effort by federal, state and municipal
agencies as well as volunteers and nonprofit organizations.

“Bellingham is the reason we exist,” said Kenneth Clarkson, com-
munications and outreach director for the Pipeline Safety Trust.
“It’s the reason every day we fight for safer pipelines and for better
legislation to protect people and the environment. It’s important to
re-engage with the community as community changes, and this is a
tragedy that shouldn’t be forgotten.”

Pipeline Safety Trust (1), a nonprofit organization dedicated to
improving pipeline safety, is committed to keeping Bellingham’s story
at the forefront. PST will be hosting a series of events throughout
June to commemorate the tragedy.
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A plume of black smoke from the pipeline explosion rose six miles high.
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Lake Whatcom Update—
Are We Making Progress?

by April Markiewicz

In the Harry Potter world, all
that is needed to summon fresh,
clean water is a magical wand
and incantating “aquamenti.”
In our non-magical world, how-
ever, many of us just rely on
turning on a water tap. It’s a
different form of magic based
on science and technology. We
don’t give any thought about
where the water comes from or
what efforts and resources were

April Markiewicz is an environ-
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president of the People for Lake

invested to bring that water to
our fingertips.

We automatically assume our
tap water is clean even though
we may not recognize it is due to
federal, state, and local laws that
ensure the quality of the water
meets or exceeds their respective
water quality criteria.

So where does our vital, clean
water come from in Whatcom
County? It comes from Lake
Whatcom, that recreational
destination so highly publicized
in real estate newsletters and on
multiple websites welcoming
tourists to enjoy the many ser-
vices it provides.

Contrary to common sense
and best management practices,
we allow people to continue
building homes and living in
its watershed, harvesting timber

landing float planes on its sur-
face, allowing the use of gas-
guzzling (and fuel-leaking) jet
skis and motorized boats on it, in
addition to swimming, fishing,
bathing, and relieving ourselves
in it as well.

Bottom line is we treat our
community’s vital drinking wa-
ter source as a tourist attraction
and as our own personal bath-
tub and toilet. And because of
our actions, we have the added
“benefit” of paying to “clean up”
the water to meet federal, state,
and local water quality criteria
to make it safe for us to use and

drink.

About the Lake

Lake Whatcom is our commu-
nity’s main source of drinking

recently earned her degree in environmental journalism. Whatcom Coalition. from the surrounding hillsides, Continued on page 10
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