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Swift Creek’s History and Future
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This diagram of landslide components shows the glacial sediments and sedimentary bedrock atop the serpentine bedrock
and landslide mass. Downgradient, alluvium and glacial sediments spread from the fan apex.

A Colossal Challenge
In Toxics Mitigation
by Ella Gage

Part 1: The Nature of the Issue

Every year, 48,000 cubic yards of naturally occurring
asbestos and heavy metals-contaminated sediment from
Swift Creek’s headwaters at Sumas Mountain is deposited
in and along the creek. Mass quantities of this sediment
collect along the streambed, channel banks, and flood-
plains during high-capacity water flow each winter (1).
At Swift Creek’s confluence, it meets the Sumas River,
carrying asbestos-laden sediment and poor water quality
northward into Canada. Asbestos is a known carcinogen.

The creek’s waters and banks have an unhealthy eco-
logical composition incapable of supporting vegetative
and aquatic life. Though coho salmon and trout have
historically populated the lower reaches of the creek, an
extremely low calcium-to-magnesium ratio has resulted
in Swift Creek’s waters becoming uninhabitable for na-
tive species (1).

Ella Gage is a journalism-public relations student at Western
Washington University with a longstanding interest in
environmental conservation, social issues, and the ways in
which they intersect.

After coming to light, this created a colossal domino
effect of mitigation efforts from countless stakeholders
and experts — efforts that have spanned nearly 20 years,
and counting. According to the Washington State Dept.
of Ecology, the project is slated to finish near 2030 (2).
The issue is two-pronged: 1) protect humans from the
harmful pollutants in their environment, and 2) protect
the environment from itself.

Degradation Via Natural Processes
What’s so remarkable about Swift Creek is that its
degradation is caused by natural processes — the en-
vironmental pollution is not inflicted by humans (the
usual culprit). There is no one to sue or blame. There are
no fingers to point. There is only a deeply complicated
issue of natural pollution that continues to demand
systemic action.

In a similarly complex fashion, this creates a multi-
tiered web of jurisdiction and involvement in the creek’s
restoration: not just our local Whatcom County Coun-
cil, but Washington State’s Environmental Protection
Agency, Department of Ecology, Department of Health,
Department of Fish and Wildlife, Flood Control Dis-
trict, the Department of Ecology, and, at a federal level,
the United States Army Corps of Engineers has been in-
volved, among many more bureaucratic stakeholders (1).

Just over two and a half square miles, the small, seem-
ingly unobtrusive watershed is located in the northern-
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most reach of Whatcom County, east of Everson and
Nooksack. The Whatcom County Council has been grap-
pling with the myriad of management issues the creek
has presented for decades — issues that date back to pre-
glacial times, when sedimentary conglomerate bedrock
was pushed over younger rocks rich in serpentine (which
naturally contains chrysotile asbestos). This resulted in a
fragile geologic makeup that created a full-blown land-
slide of toxic materials — a landslide that, unfortunately,
is the location of Swift Creek’s headwaters (3). The Swift

Creek Landslide is an an active, slow-moving landslide.

Airborne Sediment in Summer
During the summer, the creek is bone-dry and dusty.
Airborne sediment containing asbestos can cause severe
lung issues or even cancer if consistently, repeatedly
inhaled by humans (4). Swift Creek is a complex public
and environmental health issue — not only for Whatcom
County locals and residents.

The initial results of a 2007 EPA toxicology report on
Swift Creek’s water quality and sediment were nothing
alarming at minimum, dire and at worst. The study found
sediment to contain an average of 2 percent chrysotile
asbestos, though certain samples surpassed 4 percent.
The dried white sediment in the creek bed was found to
contain up to 43 percent asbestos (12).

Though there had been a long history of landslides on
Sumas Mountain and seasonal flooding of Swift Creek,
it wasn’t until recent years that red flags were raised as
to the chemical composition of the creek. Sediment
sampling conducted by Whatcom County staff in 2004
found elevated concentrations of nickel, chromium, and
cobalt — though found in “trace quantities,” consistent
exposure to any of these could result in negative health
implications (1). It wasnt until 2006 that the “... EPA
conducted activity-based sampling [on naturally oc-
curring asbestos], noting in final reports that breathing
asbestos fibers can lead to lung diseases” (4). No amount
of asbestos is considered safe, and studies found Swift
Creek sediment’s geologic makeup contains over 1 per-
cent asbestos (2).

Dire Issue
The issue is so dire — and so incredibly expensive — that
in 2008, the council sent letters to federal and Canadian
officials urgently requesting assistance in solving a public
health problem (1). Over time, the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers was onboarded for the mitigation efforts, as
were a multitude of geologists, biologists, environmental
consulting firms, construction companies, and public
health experts.

In the form of a nuanced, long-term management plan
set to action, a diverse group of individuals, government
agencies, and experts have worked towards accomplishing
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