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Background 

Bellingham is home to a large and vibrant Latinx community that is unrepresented in both 

policies and the built environment. Mélida, a community member with a vision of change, 

proposed the idea of a cultural district. Her concept incorporated Spanish Colonial architecture, 

spaces for Latinx business owners to occupy store fronts, and community spaces/events 

celebrating Bellingham’s Latin American presence. Establishing such a Cultural District would 

centralize the underserved, overlooked Latinx community, providing the missing environment 

with which to celebrate culture and create community.   

Mélida originally brought this vision to Professor Tammi Laninga in 2023 after presenting her 

idea to the City of Bellingham (See Appendix A). Since then, multiple students have taken on 

this project and assisted Mélida in the gathering of resources and information (See Appendix B 

and C for all relevant previous WWU student projects). Utilizing the research that was already 

completed, this group was able to help Mélida take the next steps necessary to make this vision a 

reality. 

Project Goals & Objectives 

The foundational goal of this project was furthering Mélida’s vision of establishing a Latin 

American Cultural District in North Bellingham. Mélida’s project is a long-term one, its 

completion will require resources and time beyond what our group could offer. Therefore, our 

primary objectives were ones we deemed actionable within the 10-week time frame, and 

included the following:  

i. Gaining traction and excitement with community members through outreach and a formal 

proposal presentation. 

ii. Researching successful instances of cultural district establishment, both local and 

otherwise. 

iii. Identifying and reaching out to North Bellingham community stakeholders with the goals 

of:  

a. Establishing working relationships with Mélida.  

b. Utilizing community members’ professional experiences, skills, and resources. 

c. Gauging stakeholder interest in establishing a Cultural District.  

d. Understanding the community’s vision and goals for their space. 

iv. Creating a resource that outlines potential steps and milestones to guide future action.  

 

Each of these objectives were guided by the foundational principle that change should be 

determined by those within a community. Our mission was not to impose an agenda cooked up 
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in a classroom but develop a comprehensive understanding of what the Birchwood community 

envisions for itself.  

Methods  

To achieve our goals and objectives, we categorized our methods into the following: Community 

Outreach and Research & Development. Below is a discussion on what we have done in each 

type of method collection.  

 

Spreading the Word 

Our Community Outreach team primarily worked on spreading the word. Our main goal was to 

engage with different community members who could act as possible stakeholders and/or 

committee members. Our first objective was to create a flyer to get more information out there 

via kiosks and emails (See Appendix D and E). Our second objective was to send emails to 

possible stakeholders to invite them to a presentation where we formally presented ‘La Villa de 

Las Americas’ (See Appendix F).  

 

We drafted the flyer over the span of multiple weeks as information was provided to us. 

Originally, the plan was to post them around the Birchwood and Alderwood neighborhoods to 

promote awareness to a possible cultural district. However, once we confirmed that our end goal 

was a stakeholder presentation the aim of the flyer shifted to improve our message. As seen in 

Appendix D, the flyer is promoting our stakeholder meeting and asking individuals to join a 

committee for the Latin American Cultural District. 

 

Soon after we completed the flyer, a group worked on sending an email to possible stakeholders 

inviting them to our meeting. During this process, we sent emails to a wide range of individuals 

and organizations (See Appendix G for list of stakeholders). After sending the stakeholder 

emails, we received a response asking if it was possible to create a flyer written in Spanish, so 

that information could reach more individuals within the community (See Appendix E). This 

original oversight was unfortunate, but the team formed a new flyer in Spanish that was posted 

on a Birchwood Neighborhood Association Facebook page as soon as possible.  

 

We finished the Spreading the Word aspect of our methods with our final stakeholder 

presentation (See Appendix H). In this presentation, we spread Mélida’s vision as well as our 

ideal plan for how the Latin American Cultural District should be made. We had a relatively 

good turnout with a total of eight individuals showing up to learn more about our project and 

express their own opinions on the creation of a cultural district (See Appendix I). The results of 

our stakeholder presentation will be further discussed in the findings section of this paper.  
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Collecting Information  

To better understand how cultural districts are built, our team researched multiple case studies of 

success stories of completed cultural districts (See Appendix J for links and summaries of 

relevant information). We researched an arts and cultural district in Rhode Island, another in 

Bellevue. Considering those districts had a different nature than the Birchwood Latin American 

Cultural District, we mostly investigated the structure of their proposals, as well as the process 

they underwent to finalize their project. Calle 24 and Barrio Logan Cultural District, both in 

California, had a lot more similarities to the Latin American Cultural District that Mélida is 

proposing. With these two projects we were able to get inspiration and direction regarding the 

content and activities, as well as how a completed Latin American Cultural District may look 

like. 

Through our research, it became apparent that some sort of guiding document would be 

beneficial to inform Mélida how to proceed forward. Initially our team thought a skeleton 

document that would lay out how to write a proposal would be the best path forward. Upon 

further reflection and consultation with our instructor, we settled upon writing a roadmap that 

lays out step by step instructions for the path forward. Our roadmap was broken apart into three 

temporal phases, short-term, medium-term, long-term, guided by  

With our research and roadmap completed, we needed some way to collect contact information 

of those interested in forming a committee with Mélida and working on the Latin American 

Cultural District. At the beginning of our community presentation, we requested whoever may be 

interested in being communicated with, to write down their contact information on a sign-in 

sheet. Following the presentation, we sent out an initial newsletter email indicating that we 

intended to keep everyone informed as the work continues. 

Findings   

Our formal proposal to the stakeholders and several meetings with Mélida provided necessary 

information regarding Latin Americans in Birchwood, prominent and rising Latinx businesses, 

and the community’s vision for its own future. Community members that attended the 

presentation on December 5th expressed their excitement of the future of this project. Many 

members stated feelings of currently being scared and lonely within their neighborhoods. The 

idea of a community center as a starting point gained much traction and gave many members a 

sense of hope for the future. They conveyed how having a space to come together and hold 

events would greatly impact their lives and connection to their community.  

While most feedback was positive, some participants communicated concerns surrounding the 

feasibility of an undertaking like a Cultural District.  

For the research side of this project, we as a group decided that identifying a more local project 

would be very beneficial in showing members of the stakeholder presentation, that the idea that 
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we are proposing could actually work and come to life.  A very prominent and local example of 

this was the Samish Urban Village. The Samish Urban Village is a great example of a successful 

community-led project created by students. The ultimate purpose of this urban village is to 

design an area within the community that will foster economic growth, create uplifting energy, 

and provide vibrance to an area that is considered dull and bleak by the community. With the 

help of the city of Bellingham, students were able to put this plan to fruition and get it off the 

ground floor. 

Our research on the case studies regarding the Barrio-Logan cultural district and the 

Samish Urban village, show that students have the ability to make a profound difference in their 

community with the help of local business, organizations, neighborhood associations, and other 

key stakeholders in the community. Overall, from both the Barrio logan cultural district and the 

Samish Urban Village we see that economic growth/incentives need to be an integral part of the 

plan so stakeholders, cities, and other organizations can back the proposed plans/idea. 

Recommendations 

Our team has three primary recommendations focused on outreach/networking, creating a non-

profit entity, and hosting a community event. We believe these recommendations are important 

next steps to continue the development of this district. Each recommendation can help satisfy the 

different, important aspects that are required to continue this project.  

During our stakeholder's presentation we provided a sign-in form for everyone who came to 

provide their contact information. All of these contacts were compiled and added to an email list 

to ensure future communication and awareness about information regarding the cultural district. 

Everyone who came to that presentation expressed interest in Mélida’s project, bringing their 

experience and ideas into the discussion following the presentation. This event was not just 

important for proposing this project but also provided an opportunity to network and connect 

with community residents and stakeholders. Continuing these kinds of community events is vital 

for bringing more residents and stakeholders to the table, after all, this project should be done by 

the community, for the community.  

After the presentation, Mélida informed us that the City of Bellingham is interested in the 

development of a Latin American Cultural District. However, some challenges arise from the 

fact that they require an entity to partner with, rather than an individual. This is why the 

formation of a non-profit would be a crucial next step for developing this space. For this reason, 

Mélida has been working on creating a non-profit to support this project. In fact, the creation of 

this non-profit has already found some success, having found a fiscal sponsor. Currently, Mélida 

is in the process of filing the application to make this non-profit official! Having this non-profit 

will offer the city a community NGO to partner alongside so they can take the next steps 

together! 
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Lastly, we recommend working on developing a community event to promote the creation of this 

new cultural district! Creating an event like this would not only help connect new possible 

stakeholders but would also spread awareness among the Bellingham community at large! Our 

vision for this event would be to celebrate Latin culture through the promotion of La Villa de las 

Americas, ideally giving the larger public a taste of this space would be provided in the future. 

Some of our ideas include collaborating with different Latin food businesses, music and dance 

groups, and possibly the Bellingham low-rider club. This event would likely take place in the 

Park Manor Plaza, the current area “identified” for our project development. An event like this 

would help rally the Birchwood and Bellingham Latin American communities and hopefully 

rally the larger Bellingham community as well. A Latin-American community celebration would 

build excitement and give people something to engage with that is more immediate as opposed to 

a long-term goal. Ultimately, an event like this would increase community awareness, ideally 

bolstering the level of community support and interest surrounding this project.  

While our group was successful at helping plant the seed of La Villa de las Americas, this project 

will require further nurturing in order for it to blossom into the space we envision. The 

recommendations listed above are three short-term, achievable steps that we believe will 

progress this project fruitfully. Obviously, this cannot be achieved overnight, but by focusing on 

completing these short-term steps we can further lay the foundation for the long road ahead!  

Lessons Learned 

This project has a lot of potential to make change and encourage community development within 

Bellingham, but it did have a few hiccups throughout the quarter. One aspect that we would have 

done differently is contacting permanent stakeholders (Mélida) sooner. Although we tried 

periodically throughout the quarter to set up a meeting with Mélida, we were not able to connect 

until Week 7 of the quarter. This setback caused a few challenges.  

Contacting permanent stakeholders sooner would have broadened the scope of what our group 

had the capacity to do. Our group did not feel comfortable moving forward until we knew what 

Mélida’s vision was for our deliverables. This limited what we were able to accomplish, as there 

were only four weeks left in the quarter when we met. Without early contact with our key 

stakeholder, our team lacked a clear vision of what the purpose of our project was. This made 

forward progress difficult to accomplish. 

Engaging a broader group of community for input on the development of the Latin American 

Cultural District plan is going to be crucial for the success of this project. Important bureaucratic 

figures such as a commissioner on the City of Bellingham Planning Board, Suneeta Eisenberg, 

was at our community meeting. She was interested in the project but was disappointed by the 

turnout of our event. While the intention of the meeting was to be a small group, future meetings 

should aim to reach a broader range of the community. 
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Frame a meeting of key stakeholders as a “Focus Group” instead of an “Informational 

Meeting” may help clear confusion on what the purpose of the meeting is. Our goal was to have 

an intentional conversation with a small group of community stakeholders who hold sway in this 

community. Our marketing may not have properly communicated this to attendees. 

A more interactive presentation would engage the community and make them feel that their 

voice is welcome in this space. The set up of our meeting was very similar to a class lecture. 

While it was informative, the feeling in the room was less of a conversation of community 

members and more of a Q&A with our group presenters. Using round tables or another similar 

seating arrangement may be more welcoming for conversation. Collective imagination exercises 

would be a good thing to incorporate into future meetings. Activating community imagination is 

a great method of gathering excitement and passion in a productive way to steer future efforts. 

More resources in Spanish should be created. Having a pamphlet explaining context, goals, and 

benefits of this project in Spanish would have been very useful at our event. Also, it feels like a 

bit of an oversight that we did not create more informational material in the language of those we 

seek to engage.  

Splitting the project up into smaller groups for future class projects would allow for more 

specialization. It has been difficult to clearly communicate and have everyone be on the same 

page with a large group. Perhaps it would be more productive to have smaller, more specialized 

groups to accomplish the array of tasks that need to be done moving forward. 
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Appendix  

Appendix A — Mélida's Presentation (Made by Mélida Lopez-Baca, circa 2023) 
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Appendix B — Relevant Previous WWU Student Project 1 (Nunez, 2023). 
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Appendix C — Relevant Previous WWU Student Project 2 (Laudisio, 2024) 
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Appendix D — English Flyer (Made by Caitlyn Wilson, 2024) 
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Appendix E — Spanish Flyer (Made by Caitlyn Wilson, 2024) 

 

 

 

 

 



   
 

  21 
 

Appendix F — Email Draft  (Written by Meaera Nystrom and Sidra Miller, 2024) 

Dear ________,  

My name is _____, I am a student in Western Washington University’s Urban Planning Program. 

We have been working alongside community member and Cambio Unanime founder, Mélida 

Lopez-Baca, to help her bring her vision of a Latin-American Cultural District to Bellingham.  

 

Our next step is gathering stakeholders together to get more thoughts, opinions, and ideally 

support! We are hosting a meeting on December 5th from 6-7 pm at Iglesia “Cristo Con 

Nostros” Ministerios Ebenezer. Here, we’ll be presenting our research, exploring the creation 

of a cultural district, and discussing potential next steps. There will also be time to get an 

understanding of your vision, as a stakeholder, for your community.   

 

We hope you will join us in creating a space that celebrates the heritage of many of Bellingham’s 

residents! We have attached a flyer below and encourage you to share it with friends, family, and 

any others you think should have their voice heard.  

 

Snacks and beverages will be provided, and children are welcome!  

 

Please feel free to follow up with questions! We’re excited to see you there.   

  

Best,  
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Appendix G — List of Possible Stakeholders (Created by Caitlyn Wilson, 2024) 

Birchwood Neighborhood Association 

City of Bellingham and Whatcom County 

• Liz Darrow 

Vamos Outdoors 

• Marissa Avalos (Leadership Team)-   

• Julian (Vamos and COB Employee)-  

Birchwood Food Desert Fighters 

• Tina McKim  

Local Schools  

• Squalicum High   

• Kulshan Middle School   

• Birchwood Elementary   

Cultural Food Stores  

• La Gloria Market  

• Mi Rancho Meat Market  

• Alebrijes Mexican Store  

• Netos Market & Bakery  

 

Latino Community Fund Washington State 

Tara Sundin 

Birchwood International Market  

Katie Franks  
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Appendix H — Stakeholder Presentation (Clark, et al., 2024) 
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Appendix I — List of Stakeholders who attended (Collected on December 5, 2024) 

 

Name Phone Number Email 
Ricardo Sanchez 360-220-9150 Dracir3722@gmail.com 
Hannah Stone 360-582-7543 Leftcoaststone@gmail.com 
Susan Willhoft 360-778-7014 Swillhoft@yahoo.com 
Marian Marquez 360-603-6162 Marmarquez@gmail.com 
Mercedes Enriquez  360-441-7652 Mcal8195@hotmail.com 
Bertha Rodriguez 360-441-9963 Rodrijen055@gmail.com 
Julian Medina-Schroeder 206-953-5049 Julianms1137@gmail.com 
Suneeta Eisenberg 360-739-8703 Not disclosed 
Máté Pásztor 4252992132 Mate.z.pasztor@gmail.com 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix J — List and Descriptions of Relevant Case Studies 

i) Barrio Logan Cultural District in San Diego, California 

https://www.caculturaldistricts.org/barrio-logan
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In 1970, Chicano students stood up for justice and fought to create a space that made 

them feel at home. This was known as the Chicano Park which is located in the Barrio 

Logan neighborhood in San Diego. This is San Diego’s oldest Mexican-Amercian 

neighborhood. It showcased 80 art murals, car shows (low-rider event), Aztec dancing, 

galleries, and drumming groups. The students and the neighborhood partnered and 

collaborated with local restaurants, cafes, breweries, and shops to provide an economic 

benefit as well. It allowed local Latin/Chicano business owners an opportunity to grow 

their business while promoting their culture. The focus of this cultural district is to 

embrace the Chicano culture, but also bring economic growth, social awareness, cultural 

opportunities, and increase community engagement participation. It also grows the 

visibility of local artists by showcasing their work all around the area. 

 

ii) Roger Williams - Student Developed Arts and Cultural District Proposition in 

Providence, Rhode Island 

Designed by students, this proposal can be used as an outline and has a comprehensive 

background of the area, including information from surveys. It describes a problem 

statement which investigates the current conditions while highlighting the positive 

impacts of the proposed Cultural District, and the possible negatives of not implementing 

it. They include the promise of increased tourism, new economic developments while 

considering the problems of community detachment and lack of investments in the area. 

Also has an attached presentation developed by students outlining the plan. This proposal 

shows how students have collected data of what the community wants to see and taken 

steps to formalize and implement these ideas. 

 

iii) LCD Proposition - Calle 24 in San Francisco, California 

Presents the History of a grassroots organization developed in 1999, and the designation 

of Calle 24 as a SUD (Special Use District) which preserves character and represents the 

values of the community. This organization is focused specifically on protecting a space 

for members of the Latin community. It shows the process of grassroots organizing and a 

reasonable timeline for the development of a Cultural District with extensive community 

engagement (1999-2014). This grassroots movement allowed for community 

empowerment and became a SUD to protect the neighborhood from displacement and 

gentrification. 

 

iv) 2022 BelRed Arts District Implementation Plan 

https://docs.rwu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1001&context=cpc_comdev
https://docs.rwu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1001&context=cpc_comdev
https://www.calle24sf.org/_files/ugd/f08b4d_9845f8e9917143088d944bd95aa8f687.pdf
https://bellevuewa.gov/sites/default/files/media/pdf_document/2022/2022%20BelRed%20Arts%20District%20Implementation%20Plan%20FINAL.pdf
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Inspired to generate an Arts District due to the high prevalence of art markets in the area, 

the community ended up making a cultural district plan. The practices to generate the 

district were less important at this point of the research due to how different this project 

was rather than Mélida’s desired project. The most important elements were 

understanding what would be needed in a proposal and how to formulate one. Aiming to 

provide more tools to help Mélida build her project. We were able to take notes on its 

structure and are trying to reach out to the team that developed the proposal so that we 

may better understand the frameworks they used and embolden Mélida’s vision. 
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