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Overview of the Event 
 

On June 10, 1999 an underground pipeline ruptured in Bellingham, Washington, releasing 

approximately 237,000 gallons of unleaded gasoline into Hannah Creek.  Spilled gasoline 

flowed down Hannah Creek, entering Whatcom Creek through the soil and surface water.  

The unleaded gasoline flowed downstream in Whatcom Creek as surface flow.  At 

approximately 4:55 pm the gasoline was ignited, resulting in an explosion.  The incident 

killed three people, and burned approximately 26 acres of trees and vegetation, including 16 

acres of mature second-growth forest within Whatcom Falls Park and 10 acres of third- or 

fourth-generation floodplain forest and meadow west of the park (Map 1).  Fish and wildlife 

impacts were impossible to fully quantify.  Field staff collected or observed more than 

100,000 dead salmon, trout, lamprey, and crayfish in the days following the fire.  Scientists 

concluded that all aquatic life in three miles of Whatcom Creek was killed through direct 

contact with the fuel or fumes, or when the fuel ignited. 

 

Under the Oil Pollution Act (OPA) 

of 1990, the parties responsible for 

the release of petroleum products 

are liable for the costs to restore 

natural resources.  An oversight 

board, called the Natural Resource 

Trustees was established; its 

members include:  the United States 

Department of Commerce as 

represented by the National Oceanic 

and Atmospheric Administration; 

the United States Department of the 

Interior as represented by the 

United States Fish and Wildlife 

Service; the State of Washington as 

represented by the Department of Ecology; the Lummi Nation of Washington; the Nooksack 

Tribe of Washington; and the City of Bellingham, appointed by the Governor.  The Trustees 

oversaw the initial Emergency Response actions and development of a long-term restoration 

plan designed to determine the impacts of the spill on natural resources and identify 

measures that would be implemented to restore those injured resources.  The plan included 

three primary components:  1) restoration actions, including emergency response and long-

term restoration plan actions; 2) monitoring to track recovery of injured resources within the 

burn zone; and 3) monitoring and maintenance of sites where specific restoration actions 

were implemented. 

Source: Polaris Applied Sciences 

Fire Along Whatcom Creek June 1999 
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Map 1.  Burn Zone associated with the June 10, 1999 Olympic Pipe Line fuel spill and explosion. 
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Activities aimed at 

restoring the habitat 

associated with 

Whatcom Creek and 

monitoring the effects 

of the fire and 

subsequent restoration 

projects have been led 

by the City of 

Bellingham.  To mark 

the ten-year anniversary 

of the event, the city has 

prepared a series of 

reports documenting 

those activities.  Two 

supplemental technical 

reports provide 

additional information on monitoring of the burn zone, ñWhatcom Creek Post-Fire 

Evaluation Reportò (Madsen and Nightengale 2009); and monitoring of restoration projects 

implemented since the fire, ñWhatcom Creek Restoration Project Report 2007-2008ò 

(Forester 2009).  This Summary Report:  1) describes restoration projects that have been 

implemented since the burn, 2) summarizes the results of monitoring the recovery of the 

burned area (burn zone), and 3) summarizes the effectiveness of the restoration projects. 

 

 

 
 

 

Source: Gunter Wilder, Bellingham Fire Department 

Governor Locke Views Fire Damage 

Source: R2 Resource Consultants 

Burned Area in Whatcom Creek 
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Restoration Projects 
 

Restoration of the burned area was undertaken in two phases.  Emergency response activities 

commenced immediately following the fire.  Long-term restoration actions were identified 

by the Board of Trustees following the fire, and have been implemented over the ensuing 

decade.  Restoration activities have been complemented by acquisition of property and 

development of trails. 

Emergency Response 

Emergency response activities within the 

burn zone consisted of removing 

petroleum product from the water and 

streambed of Whatcom and Hannah 

creeks, restoring or enhancing aquatic 

habitat, protecting and stabilizing stream 

banks, and planting vegetation. 

 

Hannah and Whatcom creeks were 

heavily impacted by the incident.  After 

skimming as much gasoline as possible 

from the water, the stream channel was cleaned by excavating and removing contaminated 

soil and logs, and taking the material to a hazardous waste depository.  Where excavation 

was impossible, stream bed gravel was manually washed and flushed. 

 

Gravel from a local glacial deposit was imported as 

contaminated streambed materials were removed and used to 

replace streambed materials.  Cobbles from the Nooksack 

River were added to help stabilize the smaller material.  Pools, 

wood structures, and banks were reconstructed.  Banks were 

sloped back behind the trees and wood.  Exposed slopes were 

treated with coir fabric and hydroseeded.  Burned logs that 

were soaked with gasoline were removed and more than 100 

pieces of imported wood were placed in the channel to create 

pools and cover for fish. 

 

Adjacent cedar trees and fern plants were transplanted in 

appropriate locations.  Over 30,000 native tree seedlings were 

planted within the burned zone. 

Source: U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 

Absorbent Boom in Whatcom Creek 

Source: City of Bellingham 

Planting in Burn Zone 


