
18  `  Washington Park Arboretum Bulletin

STRENGTHENING THE SOURCE

The Friends of Arboretum Creek (FOAC) 
is a local non-profit organization, 
founded in 2017, dedicated to improving 

the ecology of the creek and the watershed in 
and around Washington Park Arboretum. Our 
mission is: “To maximize the diversity of life 
in Arboretum Creek while re-igniting the love 
affair between Seattleites and nature.” 

We include the word “love” because we 
believe humanity’s relationship with nature 
needs to be similar to a marriage. Most success-
ful human relationships are maintained by 
those who live side by side and nurture a deep 
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understanding of one another. We suggest that 
a similar, daily, interactive relationship with 
nature is critical for the survival of both nature 
and humanity.

We also believe this daily relationship with 
nature should be available to each and every 
resident of Seattle and King County, regardless 
of age, race or economic situation. A flourishing 
and free riparian ecosystem, centrally located 
and easily accessible—with connections for 
pedestrians, bikes, kayaks, buses, light rail and 
automobiles—is a unique opportunity that can 
be realized at the Arboretum.

Reconnecting the Historical Watershed
Our Headwaters Project began with the idea of 
reuniting Arboretum Creek with Alder Spring and 
Alley Spring, two small groundwater seepages 
in the neighborhood uphill from the Seattle 
Japanese Garden, that currently drain into the 
local sewer system. There is an obvious need to 
do this because the upper portion of Arboretum 
Creek stops flowing during summer. What water 
remains in the creek’s stagnant pools becomes too 
hot to support native fish and other aquatic life. 
Moreover, with the increased heat and drought 

A restored section of 
Arboretum Creek, running 
adjacent to the Loop Trail.  

(Photo by Niall Dunne)
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brought by climate change, the problem is becom-
ing more than a summer-only phenomenon.

Initial funding for our project’s concep-
tual design came in 2017 from King County’s 
Waterworks Grant Program. The County was 
motivated to remove clean spring water from 
the sewer because treatment of this water is 

not needed and diverting it would be a low-cost 
method of increasing sewer capacity. That same 
year, the need for additional capacity was made 
obvious by a massive, storm-driven sewage spill 
into the Puget Sound from the West Point treat-
ment plant.

As our project design progressed, we learned 

TOP: Neighborhood map showing 
Alder and Alley Springs uphill 
and southwest from the Japanese 
Garden pond.

CENTER: Layout of the proposed 
subsurface gravel wetland that will 
provide water quality treatment  
for the creek. (Courtesy Jacobs 
Engineering, Inc.)

BOTTOM: FOAC volunteers during 
a monthly work session with Parks 
gardener Matthew Hilliard (left).  
(Photo by Niall Dunne)
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that removing storm water from the sewer would 
provide another benefit: flood prevention in the 
Japanese Garden. This need was dramatically 
emphasized in December of 2021, when a very 
large storm sent runoff flooding through the 
Garden. (See an eye-opening, minute-long video 
on our website, www.arboretumcreek.org, under 
the “Reduce Flooding” tab.) 

Our design engineers at Jacobs Engineering, 
Inc. explained that the footprint of our 
Headwaters Project could easily be enhanced 
to help protect the Japanese Garden and nearby 
streets from flooding. Untreated floodwaters 
carry a variety of pollutants found on city streets, 
so detaining, cleaning and rerouting floodwaters 
via Arboretum Creek will provide benefits for 
multiple stakeholders. 

Funding, Partners and Advisors
The original and enhanced project concepts 
(design is now at the 30 percent complete phase) 
have generated support from our advisors, which 
include the Arboretum Foundation, Seattle 
Parks and Recreation, UW Botanic Gardens, 
King County Wastewater Treatment Division, 
Seattle Public Utilities, Seattle Department 
of Transportation, and the Seattle Parks 
Foundation. In addition to funding from King 
County’s Waterworks program, the Headwaters 
Project has received financial support from the 
King County Flood Control District. Thus far, 
King County has provided us with grant funding 
totaling nearly $700 thousand, which should 
enable the design to be fully completed. 

Based on our project’s engineering estimate, 
another $2.91 million will be needed for the 
construction of the connecting pipes, catch basins, 
water treatment and restoration. Underground 

piping will carry water from the uphill springs 
and storm water captured from around the neigh-
borhood (including the Japanese Garden parking 
lot) to a new, subsurface water quality treat-
ment system, located at the current headwaters 
of Arboretum Creek on the south end of 
Azalea Way. This wetland, gravel system will fit 
seamlessly into the landscape and consist of four 
treatment cells that will remove heavy metals, 
oils, and other pollutants from the water—and 
moderate its flow—before channeling it into the 
creek.

Envisioning the Future Creek
The Friends vision of the future creek is embod-
ied in an interactive version of the above 
artwork published on our website. It provides 
readers an opportunity to explore virtually what 
the fully restored creek might look like. You 
can hover your computer mouse over a native 
plant or animal in the picture and learn about 
its ecology. The artwork hints at the complexity 
of the relationships between native trees, shrubs, 
birds, fishes, flowers, frogs and insects. After the 
online experience, we hope our readers will visit 
the actual site in the Arboretum, which was 
created as part the Loop Trail project in 2017, 
when the creek in the old “Flats” area underwent 
significant restoration. The visioning site is on 
the west side of the large Loop Trail footbridge, 
about 100 yards south of Boyer Street.

Although it will take several more years for 
water from our project to reach the creek and the 
site, there is a lot to enjoy already, thanks to the 
initial planting of native wetland species in 2017. 
In spring, for example, you can see lovely black 
twinberries (Lonicera involucrata) in flower. The 
yellow blossoms of this large shrub honeysuckle 

LEFT: Rufous Hummingbird visiting a twinberry flower by the creek in spring. (Photo Larry Hubbell); CENTER: Illustration 
of the FOAC Visioning Site, by Gail Wong. RIGHT: The finished project should attract species such as Belted Kingfisher to 
the creek. (Photo by Larry Hubbell)
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attract our native Rufous Hummingbirds when 
they return from wintering in Mexico. Later 
in the year, the purple berries are eaten by a 
variety of creatures, including our native Cedar 
Waxwings. (Native creatures have evolved to 
find and use native foods at the precise time 
nature makes them available.)  

While our engineering team continues 
to design the headwaters reconnection for 
Arboretum Creek, volunteers from FOAC are 
actively working to restore the flora along the 
stream. (Thank you to Rick and Anne Matsen 
for funding the purchase of additional native 
trees and other plants.) The volunteers also are 
working to remove invasive plants and spread 
mulch, while learning about the importance of 
keystone native plants. This happens during 
our monthly work parties, with guidance from 
Matthew Hilliard, a Seattle Parks and Recreation 
gardener dedicated to managing the new Loop 
Trail wetlands. FOAC is also providing educa-
tional creek walks and tours of our Headwaters 
Project site. You can learn more about all of these 
activities, as well keystone plants, on our website.

Future Plans to Daylight the Creek
Our Headwaters Project dovetails nicely with 
the Arboretum’s plans to daylight the lower 
reaches of Arboretum Creek. This will happen 
circa 2030, or sooner, as part of the SR 520 bridge 
mitigation agreement with the Washington State 
Department of Transportation. 

Currently, near its mouth at Duck Bay, 
Arboretum Creek flows into a large pipe 
below the Willcox Bridge. The pipe proceeds 
north about 200 yards and crosses under Lake 
Washington Boulevard, near the Foster Island 
Road intersection. When the creek empties from 
the pipe, it falls about three feet to the surface of 
the creek. As a result, fish do not have access to 
the majority of Arboretum Creek. Once this pipe 
is removed, and the stream is returned to the 
light of day, fish will be able to enter Arboretum 
Creek for the first time in nearly 100 years.

Our local salmon recovery manager, King 
County DNRP’s Jason Mulvihill-Kuntz, has 
informed us that—given its size and composi-
tion—the creek is unlikely to support full-sized, 
spawning salmon. However, there’s a good 

chance that native trout and other fish will 
return to the upper portion of the stream. Young 
salmon may utilize the area near the mouth of 
the stream before heading out to sea. Plus, there 
is a possibility that kokanee salmon—the small, 
landlocked version of sockeye—might be inter-
ested in a properly restored Arboretum Creek.

After all of this work is completed, numer-
ous species of fish-eating birds are likely to be 
attracted by the returning fish. They will almost 
certainly include Belted Kingfishers, Pied-billed 
Grebes and Great Blue Herons. We may also 
see Green Herons during the breeding season, 
and—depending on the size of the fish—possi-
bly Osprey and Bald Eagles. A flourishing creek 
filled with life, centrally located and freely acces-
sible to all, will be our gift to future generations. 

Help Fund Project Construction!
At this point, FOAC’s current focus is on restor-
ing flow in the upper portion of Arboretum 
Creek. To do this, we need timely financial 
support. Every dollar donated today improves 
the odds that large institutions, such as King 
County or Washington state, will step forward 
and fund the balance of the project. We’re off to 
good start: Earlier this summer, the Arboretum 
Foundation, with financial support from the 
Aldarra Foundation, committed the first $25 
thousand towards the cost of construction; and 
in September, the Chabot Family Fund supplied a 
matching $25 thousand donation.

When we reach 60 percent design in 2023, it 
will be time to turn the project over to the profes-
sional managers at Seattle Parks and Recreation. 
At that point, Parks needs the construction 
funding to be in place so they can be certain that 
the Headwaters Project will be completed. Please 
consider visiting www.arboretumcreek.org and 
donating to our vision of a flourishing riparian 
future for Arboretum Creek.

Larry Hubbell is the cofounder of the Friends 
of Arboretum Creek and a board member of the 
Arboretum Foundation. He also photographs 
and writes about the wildlife of the Arboretum 
wetlands and Union Bay Natural Area for his 
blog, unionbaywatch.blogspot.com.


