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How Water Use Affects
Nooksack Streamflows

by Eric Hirst

Editor’s Note: a longer, more detailed ver-
sion of this article is available at: hrtps://
whatcomwatch.orglwpww2/wp-content/
uploads/2025/02/Effects-of-Human-Wa-
ter-Use-on-Nooksack-Streamflows. pdf.

Climate change is dramatically affecting
seasonal flows of water throughout
the Nooksack River watershed, with
substantial declines in summer flows.
These declines are virtually certain to
continue for the next few decades. (1)
We need to better understand how
these much lower flows will affect fish
and other wildlife as well as water use,
especially agriculture.

Climate change also increases the need
for irrigation because summers are hotter
and drier. We need to better understand
how these temperature and rainfall
changes affect irrigation.

The water rights adjudication now
underway will, within a decade or two,
determine who has the right to use water,
when, where and in what amounts. This
legal process should be informed by
the current and projected relationships
between available supplies and demands.

When the Washington Dept. of
Ecology (Ecology) issued its instream
flow rule in 1985, it was officially clear
that water supplies in the Nooksack
River basin were limited. (2) Since
then, the relationships between out-of-
stream water use and streamflows in
the watershed have been an important
issue. In particular, summer streamflows
are often insufficient to meet Ecology’s
minimum flows, worsening conditions
for salmon and other wildlife.

I explore the relationships between

Eric Hirst has a Ph.D. in engineering from
Stanford University, worked at Oak Ridge
National Laboratory for 30 years as a policy
analyst on energy efficiency and the structure
of the electricity industry. He moved to
Bellingham 22 years ago and remains active
on local environmental issues.

streamflows and out-of-stream water
use for the mainstem Nooksack River at
Ferndale and for Fishtrap and Bertrand
creeks near their confluences with
the mainstem. I chose these locations
because the mainstem at Ferndale is
only five miles from the river’s outlet
in Bellingham Bay; thus data from this
location roughly represent the watershed
as a whole. Fishtrap and Bertrand creeks
are at the other end of the spectrum, small
tributaries to the mainstem, dominated
by agricultural irrigation.

I focus on summer (July, August,
September) because that is when flows
are the lowest and human use of water
is the greatest. (3) The lack of data on
irrigation water use and complexities of
groundwater flows limit the accuracy of

results developed here. (4)

Nooksack River

I analyzed monthly data from the U.S.
Geological Survey (USGS) gauge for the
period 1967 through 2024 (58 years). 1
converted the measurements from cubic
feet per second to acre-feet per month
to allow comparisons with estimates of
water use. As discussed elsewhere, the
trends for summer flow are downward.
(5) During the last 15 years (2010 —
2024), flows declined by almost 4 percent
per year.

Monthly flows vary greatly (Fig. 1),
with summer flows averaging about
60 percent of annual flows. (6) The
figure also shows estimated monthly
consumptive water use. (7) For most
of the year, human water use is a small
fraction of instream flow (1.1 percent
on average), but during the summer
months, water use averages 5 percent
of flow, reaching a peak of 8 percent in
August. (8)

Fishtrap Creek
Data for Fishtrap Creek are available
for 26 years, 1999 through 2024. (9)

Here, too, the trends in streamflow are
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Bellingham Value Villages unmistakable bright red logo aside the neon green “Community
Donation Center” segment of the building on Thursday, Oct. 17. Their charitable branding
continues to be misleading to many shoppers, though they do partner with local charities
such as the Northwest Center (as marketed in the window).

Has Value Village Fooled Us?

Community Donations
Mean High Profit
Margins for Thrift Giant

Editor’s note: Savers Value Village did not
respond to questions via a media inquiry
email (they don’t have a corporate phone
number, only for the individual stores).

by Ella Gage

Bellingham’s branch of Savers Value
Village (VV) is a vital local resource
for sustainable shopping within the
lower-income community. However, the
company’s glossy veneer of local chari-
tableness is so misleading that the State
of Washington spent eight years and $4.3
million trying to sue them over public
deception. (1)

The question of their business ethics is
complex. On one hand, the multinational
thrift giant diverts 700 million pounds of
reusable goods from landfills each year,
reducing the steep environmental cost of
the fashion industry. (2)

On the other hand, VV has paid as little
as 5 percent of revenue for the commu-
nity’s donations to their charity partners,
while banking off of the image of being
charitable. (3) Over 2024, the company
netted an estimated $1.54 billion in rev-
enue. (29, 30)

As consumers, how do we reconcile
with that? We've donated to a business
that — by all optics — seems to be a via-
ble charity, complete with a “Community
Donation Center” and blown-up photos
of in-need children plastered across win-
dows. We sift through racks stuffed with
$30 jackets the company obtained for
next to nothing, (3) trying to rationalize

the noticeably lofty thrift prices: Are they
inflation-adjusted? Compensating for
a well-paid workforce? Donating extra
generously to charitable causes?

That’s the billion-dollar catch, printed as
a tiny disclaimer on VV’s website: “Shop-
ping in our stores does not support any
nonprofit. TVI, Inc. is a professional
fundraiser where required.” [TVI, Inc. is
a thrift store chain that operates under the
name Value Village Stores.]

The state’s long-running lawsuit against
Savers Value Village quietly concluded
in 2023, and, to this day, even the most
in-the-loop Bellingham locals and justice-
oriented college students are largely un-
aware of the company’s for-profit status.

Where Your
Donations Go
“We are the busiest [Value Village] store

Continued on page 6

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.
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