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1.0. Executive Summary

The City of Bellingham is implementing a comprehensive, three-year, citywide update to
posted speed limits based on a new context-sensitive methodology aligned with federal
guidance and the City’s transportation safety goals. This work supports the Safe Systems
Approach and key policies in the Bellingham Plan by prioritizing injury minimization,
consistency, and safer travel for all users.

The updated methodology, based on the NACTO City Limits framework, results primarily in
5-10 mph reductions on select arterial streets and establishes a 20 mph default statutory
speed limit for all non-arterial streets unless otherwise posted. These changes affect more
than 500 lane miles of roadway and require coordinated implementation across Public
Works, partner agencies, and the community.

Implementation will proceed in three phases from 2026-2028. Each phase includes
operational updates to signhage, coordinated public outreach and education, and targeted
enforcement strategies as resources allow. Public Works will maintain responsibility for
sign planning, installation, GIS updates, and partner coordination through the Bellingham
Traffic Safety Coalition. A robust outreach and engagement strategy will accompany the
rollout, preparing residents for the changes, strengthening safety norms, and supporting
driver behavior consistent with posted limits.

Phase 1: Gateway Signage and Downtown (Summer 2026)

e Install 50 gateway signs establishing the new 20 mph default speed limit.

e Post 20 mph limits on all arterials entering downtown.

e Launch awareness campaigns to ensure residents understand 1) that speed
limits are changing and 2) why it's happening.

Phase 2: Principal Arterials (Summer 2027)

e Replace and add speed limit sighs on approximately 90 miles of principal
arterials to align with approved ordinance.

e Review all remaining arterials for speed limit sign placement and frequency.

e Launch behavior shift campaign to strengthen slow speed norms and reinforce
consistent safety messaging.

Phase 3: Secondary and Collector Arterials (Summer 2028)

e Replace and add speed limit signs on remaining arterials to align with approved
ordinance.

e Review and revise speed change locations to align with approved ordinance.

e Continue and expand on community engagement strategies from phases 1-2.



2.0. Purpose of the Implementation Plan

This plan outlines the framework for implementing the recommended speed limit changes
identified through the Citywide Speed Limit Setting Policy project. Its purpose is to guide a
coordinated rollout that improves safety, maintains consistency across the transportation
network, and aligns day-to-day operations, public education, and enforcement so that
posted limits translate into safer driving behaviors. The plan is designed to reflect available
staffing and funding capacity while ensuring that the community is informed, prepared,
and supported throughout the transition.

To achieve these goals, the plan focuses on implementing the new policy as quickly as is
logistically feasible; establishing a clear, accessible framework to help the public
understand why the changes are happening; guiding effective, sustainable enforcement
strategies; and coordinating with key partner agencies to align on timelines and define
roles for each.

2.0 Project Overview

The City of Bellingham has traditionally set speed limits based upon standards and
guidance within the Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices (MUTCD). That guidance
recommends evaluation of many factors, the primary of which was the prevailing 85th
percentile speed. Since the 2024 update to the MUTCD, this guidance now requires an
engineering evaluation that includes roadway context when determining speed limits.

In response to this change, the City of Bellingham has revised its policies and practices
regarding speed limit setting to have the goal of injury minimization in the event of crashes
in adherence to agency “Vision Zero” goals and/or utilization of Safe Systems approaches.

The City ultimately developed a speed limit setting policy based on the NACTO City Limits
methodology which is a method that was developed for the explicit purpose of setting
speed limits within municipalities that are context sensitive and adaptable to site-specific
conditions. Bellingham’s version of this methodology has been tailored to be user friendly,
flexible, and supports the broader City goals and policies (i.e. climate goals, mode shift,
safety improvements, etc.).



As part of this project, the City committed to developing this implementation plan to

outline proposed phasing and roll-out, community engagement strategies, and estimated
total cost of implementation.

For more information regarding the Citywide Speed Limit Setting Policy project, see the
project reportin the appendix.

e The final methodology did not result in any speed limit increases and generally
includes modest decreases of 5 to 10 mph on a mix of principal, secondary, and
collector arterials throughout the city.

e Anew ordinance will set the “default” statutory speed limit on all city streets to 20
mph unless otherwise posted

o All arterial streets are already posted with signs, so this law will not change
any current arterial speed limits.

o Residential streets are primarily affected by this ordinance, since they are
not posted per internal policy

e The ordinance also defines the new speed limits for every arterial street in the city

o By law, these speed limits are only statutory and are overridden by the
physical speed limit sighs that are posted along the roadside.

o This legal hierarchy allows the City to pass all of the changes at once in the
BMC, while having the ability to make the corresponding field changes over
time.

e The Downtown core will be the only arterial street network that will have 20 mph

posted speed limits, and Public Works will install these downtown signs in summer
2026.

The proposed speed limit changes affect over 500 lane miles of arterial and residential
streets which necessitates a thoughtful and comprehensive implementation strategy to
ensure partner agencies have the information they need, Public Works is able to make the
changes with existing resources, the traveling public is aware that these changes are
coming, and to set the stage for future traffic safety programs. This scope requires an
extended implementation of the project, encompassing a 3-year phased approach.



The phasing approach uses the roadway classification system to prioritize changes that
offer the greatest safety benefit and establish a logical sequence for how updates will be
rolled out. Based on feedback from partner agencies, the physical changing of signs
should be limited to a 2-week period {because = operational impacts}. Limited to July or
August, prior to the beginning of the fall academic term {because = impacts to new
students and bus drivers}. The phases are as follows:

e Phase 1: “Gateway” signs and downtown (summer 2026)
e Phase 2: Principal arterials (summer 2027)

e Phase 3: Secondary and collector arterials (summer 2028)

For each phase, Public Works staff will complete a review of existing signs, determine new
sign locations, and complete all preliminary work prior to the installation window to ensure
he signs are physically installed within the 2-week period.

Public Works will also develop and deploy a public-facing online GIS map tool that will
provide the active speed limits throughout the city, updated in real time as signs are
changed. This tool will serve as a resource for partner agencies and the public to provide
critical information for daily operations.

Changes to speed limits on city streets affect the daily operations of many regional and
public agencies that rely on these streets to deliver essential services. Coordinating with
these partner agencies is important to minimize operational impacts and support a smooth
rollout of the project.

Allimpacted partner agencies are represented in the Bellingham Traffic Safety Coalition
(BTSC), a multidisciplinary group of professionals from local and regional agencies working
together to promote a safe, efficient, and sustainable transportation system.

As part of developing the speed limit change policy, the City met with BTSC members to
share study findings, review proposed speed limit changes and implementation strategies,
and incorporate partner feedback into the final policy and implementation plan. During a
BTSC workshop hosted by Public Works on January 6, 2026, representatives from the
agencies listed below reviewed and refined the proposed changes, offered



recommendations to support policy development, and identified ways their agencies can
help ensure successful implementation. Table 1 summarizes the goals and key actions
identified for each partner agency.

Table 1. Traffic Safety Coalition Partners Key Actions and Goals

Agency Key Actions Goals

e Conduct special emphasis e Purchase motorcycles to
Police patrols on targeted roadways support enforcement
e Share Public Service e  Pursue WTSC grant
Department Announcements funding for speeding
e Offer a warning period enforcement

e Share messaging in High

School traffic safety programs e Ensure bus drivers are
e Share updates with parents prepared for changes
School District ° Updajce district and school e Cultivate safe speeds
websites norms
e Coordinate on traffic safety e Promote Safe Routes to
messages School Program

e Promote staff awareness

e Support coordination between

WWUPD and BPD e Build awareness on

campus of the relationship

Western e Share and amplify traffic safety
between speed and
- messages
Washington ges _ pedestrian survivability in
e Share educational materials on .
. - ) o an accident
University walking, biking, and bus safety )
b te WWU poli fot e Develop a transit travel
[ ]
romote potice salely course with WCOG
app
e Prepare bus drivers for speed
limit changes o
e Reassure transit riders of
Whatcom e Promote Staff Awareness - o
) minimal time impact
. e Educate public on bus safety
Transit ) e Pursue WTSC grant funds
strategles to promote program and
Authority e Collaborate with COB to P Prog

; improve awareness
promote traffic safety

messaging via Bus wraps




Whatcom
Council of
Governments

Washington
State

Department of

Transportation

Whatcom
County

Share program materials and
messaging

Promote traffic safety through
Smart Trips 7t grade transit
travel program

Evaluate opportunities for
collaboration with WTA to
promote safe speeds
Ensure consistency with
regional safety action
program

Amplify reach by sharing
messages on social media
channels

Place mobile speed trailers in
transition zones following
speed limit changes on state
highways

Evaluate potential to
support installation of
hard-wired radar equipped
speed limit signs in
transition zones

Consider prioritizing safety
projects on state routes
within city limits (e.g., Old
Fairhaven Parkway)

Support speed limit change
implementation at transition
zones between county and city
jurisdiction

Amplify messages through
flyers, social media channels,
and mailers

Consider truck/freight
routes

Evaluate installation of
flashing lights, speed limit
change ahead signage at
transition zones

3.0 Phase 1 - Gateway Sighage and Downtown

This initial phase focuses on addressing the immediate default changes associated with
the adopted ordinance and the most visible areas of the city. This approach will allow the
city to implement all 20 mph speed limit changes simultaneously, while providing time for
community outreach and education efforts to prepare residents for upcoming speed limit

reductions on higher speed roadways in 2027 and 2028. Phase 1 will include 50 gateway

signs (see figure 1 below) on most arterials entering the city. The signs are 30” x 63” black
on white and read CITYWIDE / SPEED LIMIT 20 / UNLESS OTHERWISE POSTED. In addition




to the gateway signs, all arterial streets in the downtown area

will be posted 20 mph (see figure 2 below). Phase 1 changes C lTYWI D E

and important considerations are described below:

Citywide Default S P E E D

Central Business District (CBD) and WWU

Set all unposted streets in the city to 20 mph, via

ordinance in the Bellingham Municipal Code (BMC). LI M IT

o This change primarily affects non-arterial streets,
which are not posted per City policy, and
will immediately be setto 20mph upon
installation of the citywide signs.

Install new 20 mph speed limit signs on all arterial U N LESS

streets entering the downtown CBD. OTH ERW'SE

Install new speed limit signs on all arterials departing

the CBD to the appropriate speed limit of adjoining POSTED
areas.

Install new 20 mph speed limit signs on High Street through the WWU campus.

General Considerations and Partner Agency Coordination

Align implementation of changes with summer break between school years to ease
transition for schools and bus drivers.

Coordinate with WSDOT on I-5 ramp locations.

Coordinate with Whatcom County and WSDOT to install new W3-5 reduced speed
limit ahead signs in advance of speed changes on high speed (>45 mph)
approaches into the city.

Coordinate with WSDOT to evaluate the possibility of installing hard-wired radar-
equipped speed limit signs at transition zones on state highways for implementation
in phase two.
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Figure 1. Phase one gateway sighage change locations
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Figure 2. Central Business District New Speed Limit Sign Locations

Principal arterials carry large volumes of traffic (usually more than 10,000 vehicles/day),
have the highest speed limits in the city, and are where the majority of serious injury and
fatality collisions occur. This project will be changing speed limits on ~90 miles of principal
arterials (see figure 3 below). Also included will be a collaboration with WSDOT on
modifications to State Highways (SR 11, SR 542, SR 539, and I-5 off-ramps). Aim for the
implementation of hard-wired radar-equipped signage at high-speed transition zones.

Most phase 2 locations will allow for a simple replacement of speed limit signs on existing
posts, but there may be new post locations based on new speed segments defined in the
study. Public Works will review the locations of speed limit signs on all existing principal
arterial streets, and make adjustments as necessary to align with the speed limits
recommended by the project. Phase 2 changes and important considerations are

described below:



Principal Arterials

Replace speed limit signs on existing segments, per project recommendations and
approved ordinance.

Review existing speed change locations and revise to align with project speed zones
and approved ordinance.

Review all remaining arterials for speed limit sign placement and frequency, adjust
as necessary to align with engineering best practices.

Deploy advanced “Speed Limit Change Ahead” warning signs at transition zones
(City-County, rural-urban, major-minor) to reduce confusion.

General Considerations and Partner Agency Coordination

Coordinate with WSDOT on placement of new speed limit signs and advanced
warning signs on State highways.

Maintain versioned internal GIS layers for posted limits and distribute changes to
interagency partners.

Evaluate process to establish push updates to Google Maps/Waze and partner
routing platforms (e.g. WTA, BSD).

Align changes with the summer implementation window to complete changes
between school years to reduce confusion for bus drivers.
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Figure 3. Principal Arterial Speed Limit Changes




This final phase will change speed limits on approximately 100 miles of collector and
secondary arterial routes (see figure 4 below). These streets carry much lower volumes of
traffic compared to principal routes, and are already typically lower in speed, providing
connections between residential streets and principal arterials.

Like phase 2, most phase 3 locations will allow for a simple replacement of speed limit
signs on existing posts, but there may be new post locations based on new speed
segments defined in the study. Public Works will review the locations of speed limit signs
on all existing secondary and collector arterial streets and adjust as necessary to align with
the speed limits recommended by the project. If it is determined that the scope of work
required to make these changes can be accommodated within the Phase 2 timeline, this
phase may be completed in 2027, following Phase 2. Phase 3 changes and important
considerations are described below:

Secondary and Collector Arterials

e Replace speed limit signs on existing segments, per project recommendations and
approved ordinance.

e Review existing speed change locations and revise to align with project speed zones
and approved ordinance.

e Review all remaining secondary/collector arterials for speed limit sign placement
and frequency, adjust as necessary to align with engineering best practices.

General Considerations and Partner Agency Coordination

e Maintain versioned internal GIS layers for posted limits and distribute changes to
interagency partners.

e Evaluate process to establish push updates to Google Maps/Waze and partner
routing platforms (e.g. WTA, BSD).

e Align changes with the summer implementation window to complete changes
between school years to reduce confusion for bus drivers.
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Figure 4. Secondary and Collector Arterial Speed Limit Changes



The City will launch a phased education and outreach initiative in Summer-Fall 2026 to
support the new 20 mph default speed limit on residential streets and in the central
business district, while preparing the community for additional arterial speed reductions in
2027 and 2028. Early outreach will focus on ensuring residents understand what changes
are coming and why, using clear messaging centered on the importance of slower speeds
in people-dense areas and building on the well-known “20 is Plenty” campaign.

To strengthen long-term norms around safe speeds and support compliance with future
arterial changes, the City will use a community-based social marketing approach to
develop locally resonant slogans and materials. Beginning in Phase 2, staff will work with
Neighborhood Associations, schools, PTAs, local businesses, and civic organizations to
distribute materials, encourage participation, and reinforce the benefits of safer speeds.
The City will also promote use of mobile radar speed trailers and the online request form to
expand community-driven awareness.

Throughout 2027 and 2028, the City will coordinate closely with regional partners to
maintain consistent messaging across the transportation network. Through the Traffic
Safety Coalition, the City will continue collaborating with Police, the Bellingham School
District, WCOG, Whatcom County, WWU, and WTA to amplify safety messages. Staff will
also explore grant opportunities to expand outreach capacity, enhance paid media, and
increase overall program visibility.

Key actions:

e Conduct awareness campaign (Summer 2026) to ensure that residents understand
that 1) speed limits are changing; and 2) why the change is happening.

e Launch aninternal awareness campaign to ensure staff and partner agency
alignment and clarity.

e Production and distribution of outreach materials (Fall 2026) in alignment with the
beginning of the school year and implementation of 20 mph speed limits on
residential streets and in the central business district.

e Partner amplification and reinforcement through schools, transit, higher education,
and city communication channels.

e Reinforce consistent safety messaging through the Traffic Safety Coalition.

e Partner with Neighborhood Associations, schools, PTAs, local businesses, and civic
groups in 2027-2028 to promote slow speed norms and distribute materials.

e Evaluate opportunities to pursue grant opportunities to expand campaign reach and
visibility.



Given that engineering solutions take time to implement and educational efforts influence
driving behavior gradually, it's important to consider both the available tools and the
challenges we may face in promoting compliance with reduced speed limits in the near
term. While enforcement is a key element in a safe system approach, it should be
considered the last line of defense. With enforcement resources already stretched, setting
realistic expectations is essential to ensure transparency with our community and
alignment between partners.

Key Actions:

e Conduct targeted emphasis patrols, as resources allow, in updated speed zones
and transition areas.

e Provide a warning period following clear public notice and installation of new
signage.

e Beginning summer 2026, remind residents during routine interactions about
upcoming changes and that the default citywide speed limitis now 20 mph unless
otherwise posted.

e Continue evaluating opportunities to strengthen traffic enforcement capacity as
feasible.

4.0 Summary and Conclusion

The City of Bellingham has developed a new, context-sensitive methodology for setting
speed limits that alignhs with updated federal guidance and the City’s broader safety goals.
This implementation plan outlines a phased approach to applying that methodology across
the transportation network over three years, beginning in summer 2026. Implementation
will occur in three phases, starting with gateway signage and downtown, followed by
principal arterials, and then secondary and collector arterials.

Public Works will lead implementation and coordinate closely with partner agencies
throughout each phase to ensure consistency and minimize operational impacts. A
comprehensive outreach and education campaign will occur alongside implementation to
ensure the public understands both the changes and the reasons behind them. Targeted



enforcement will also support the transition, focusing on key corridors and transition zones
as resources allow.

This work directly supports the City’s adopted transportation safety goals and policies in
the 2025 Bellingham Plan, the Citywide Comprehensive Plan. The updated speed limits
implement key elements of the Bellingham Plan, including Goal T-A, “Provide a
transportation system that prioritizes safety, comfort, and reliability for all ages and
abilities”. Several policies within that goal are directly implemented by this implementation
plan and policy including policy T-1, “Coordinate with Washington State Department of
Transportation (WSDOT) and other transportation agencies to implement a comprehensive
Safe Systems Approach that strives to eliminate serious injuries and fatalities” and policy T-
2, “Reduce vehicle speeds through traffic calming measures and enforcement, especially
in school zones”. This effort also directly aligns with the Safe Systems Approach, which
identifies safer speeds as a core element for reducing fatal and serious injury crashes.

The City of Bellingham takes a proactive, community-informed approach to managing
speed and improving transportation safety. This work builds on public engagement
conducted through the development of the Citywide Speed Limit Setting Policy and will
continue through ongoing outreach during implementation. By incorporating input from
residents, partner agencies, and system users, the City is working to ensure that speed
limits reflect community context, expectations, and safety priorities.

When implementing and refining this policy, the City will focus on maximizing safety
outcomes with available resources. Speed limits and future adjustments will be informed
by roadway context, safety data, and how streets function within the broader network,
including their role in connecting people to key destinations such as schools, parks,
transit, and employment centers. This data-driven approach allows the City to monitor how
drivers respond to changes, evaluate effectiveness over time, and refine the methodology
as needed.

Through this coordinated approach, grounded in community input, guided by safety
priorities, and aligned with adopted policies, the City of Bellingham will continue to
advance a safer transportation system. This work will also inform future engineering and
design standards so that streets are built to support lower operating speeds and will feed



into the development of future Vision Zero and traffic calming policies aimed at reducing

fatal and serious injury collisions.

Together, this work represents a coordinated, citywide approach to managing speed that
aligns policy, implementation, and future planning efforts. By establishing a consistent

framework for speed management, the City is taking a meaningful step toward reducing
fatal and serious injury collisions and improving safety for all users of the transportation

system.



