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Subject
A resolution highlighting the need for collaboration between partner agencies and local jurisdictions to address water pollution from septic systems in King County.  

Summary

Although the Environmental Health Services Division (EHS) of Public Health – Seattle & King County is required to monitor existing on-site sewage systems (OSS), ensure that regular inspections are completed, and conduct proactive inspection and enforcement, there is no sustainable funding source for this work.  EHS does not currently have the capacity to perform inspections or proactively address problems before OSS fail.  An unknown number of failing septic systems in King County contribute to surface and groundwater pollution in streams, lakes, aquifers, and Puget Sound.  When OSS fail, people can be exposed to a variety of pathogens from human waste and chemicals via contaminated drinking water, direct contact with surface water, and consumption of unsafe shellfish.  In King County, collaboration is needed to develop a list of all septic systems, update Public Health’s King County Septic System Management Plan, and pursue sustainable funding for the implementation of the OSS oversight plan.  
Background 
Health impacts

Nationally, failing OSS are responsible for numerous waterborne disease outbreaks and are believed to be a major cause of groundwater contamination in the United States.  Over the last 14 years, King County has received over 4,000 complaints about failing OSS polluting creeks, contaminating drinking water wells, polluting shellfish and exposing children to sewage. There are also safety issues related to abandoned septic tanks, illustrated by recent news stories about children falling into septic tanks; one such incident resulted in a fatality.

There is documented pollution from septic systems, agriculture, and other sources that result in pollution of 192 listed segments of rivers, streams, or marine waters and 834 acres of potential commercial shellfish beds in Puget Sound.  In King County, failing OSS contribute to pollution of Vashon Island’s marine waters. Vashon’s Quartermaster Harbor’s (QMH) commercial shellfish beds, which are in the Puyallup Tribe’s treaty-fishing area, are closed to harvesting creating an estimated loss of $1 million per year to the Tribe and its members. Quartermaster Harbor has been designated by King County as a Marine Recovery Area (MRA) pursuant to State law, with additional inspection, monitoring, and enforcement requirements.  Other areas in and around Vashon are designated or will be designated as MRAs in the near future.  In other parts of King County, failing septic systems have contaminated wells and storm water ponds.  
Current regulations 
Public Health is mandated by Washington State code (Chapter 246-272A WAC) to monitor and regulate septic systems in order to protect the public’s health. Further, Public Health is mandated by RCW 70.118A to implement a septic system management plan. The plan for King County was last updated in 2007. Regulations for OSS are detailed in Board of Health Code Title 13. In addition, RCW 90.72.045 requires establishment of shellfish protection districts when the State Department of Health has closed or downgraded the classification of a recreational or commercial shellfish growing area; currently in King County there are several open areas that are threatened. 
RCW 70.05.190 authorizes Puget Sound county Boards of Health to impose an annual fee on septic system owners through contracting with county treasurers to collect such a fee in accordance with RCW 84.56.035.  A recent Washington state Department of Health panel recommended that the 12 Puget Sound counties collect $40 per OSS property owner annually to fund comprehensive OSS programs in each county.  Such a fee would require a Rule & Regulation from the Board of Health.  
WAC 246-272A-0015 requires counties to undertake the following activities, at a minimum, as a part of the oversight of OSS:  

	Required 
	Activities

	· Maintain inventory of all OSS

· Identify high-risk areas

· Develop & tailor operation and maintenance requirements to high risk areas

· Facilitate owner education 
	· Maintain records of operation and maintenance  activities

· Enforce septic system owner requirements 

· Assure coordination with local comprehensive plans 

· Implement water quality monitoring 


What other counties do and how they fund their efforts
OSS oversight, scope of services, and funding strategies vary from county to county.  
· Through local Board of Health action San Juan, Whatcom and Clark Counties charge annual fees to each OSS owner to support oversight of OSS operation and management and ensure that failed OSS are fixed.  
· Skagit and Thurston Counties charge fees to property owners, in shellfish protection districts only, to support monitoring and compliance focused on failing OSS known to be contaminating shellfish beds.  

· Island and Kitsap Counties dedicate a portion of their storm water control fees to address pollution from OSS.
Current status
EHS, in partnership with King County Information and Technology and the Department of Natural Resources and Parks, has been developing a comprehensive database over the last year using grant funding; when complete, the database will contain an accurate list of existing OSS.  Eventually, the database will include maintenance records and other information that would support efforts by EHS and the King County Department of Natural Resources and Parks to efficiently and proactively identify failing OSS that are sources of water contamination. If adopted, an OSS fee would provide King County with the monitoring capacity necessary to use this information to work with OSS owners to fix or replace their failing systems.
King County residents that are not connected to a sewer system use onsite sewage systems to properly treat their wastewater.  Based on current data collection progress, it is estimated that at least 40,000 septic systems treat wastewater from homes and businesses, serving more than 6% of King County’s developed properties.  While septic systems protect water quality when designed, installed, and used correctly, it is estimated that more than 20,000 septic systems in King County were installed prior to safe design and installation standards and pose a potential threat to human health and/or groundwater.  These systems potentially result in over 1 billion gallons of insufficiently treated wastewater from inadequate septic systems each year. 
In absence of a sustainably funded program, the King County community will experience ongoing risk of shellfish beds being closed due to pollution, human health impacts due to polluted drinking water and surface water, and costly repairs to homeowners due to early failure of their septic systems resulting from improper use and maintenance.

Equity concerns

Many of the poorly functioning systems are located in lower socioeconomic status areas.  Some property owners in these areas are unaware they have OSS or do not know how to maintain OSS, resulting in unsafe waste disposal practices that have contributed to groundwater contamination. When these systems fail, many owners face expensive repair bills that they are unable to afford.  Additionally, many parcels in socioeconomically disadvantaged areas contain OSS permitted as “temporary until sewer,” but sewer districts lack financial incentives to expand to these areas. As a result, these “temporary” septic systems have been in use longer than they were meant to and are probable contributors to groundwater contamination. Due to a lack of information on how to maintain OSS, inability of owners to afford OSS repairs or connection to sewer, and the presence of temporary septic systems, it is likely that socioeconomically disadvantaged communities are experiencing higher levels of groundwater contamination than other areas of King County. 
To address the pollution problems in these areas, it is important to know how many homes are served by failing systems.  These areas need Public Health staff to address failing systems and to work with septic systems owners to ensure proper septic system use and routine maintenance.  Properly functioning septic systems are vital to protecting public health, preserving highly valued groundwater, lakes, streams, and Puget Sound and avoiding costly repairs that can result from neglect.
Collaboration and stakeholder interest

As a member of the federally-funded, multi-jurisdictional Puget Sound Partnership, King County is actively working towards achieving a healthy Puget Sound by 2020.  Clean water is prioritized by the federal government through the National Estuaries Program, by Washington State via funding through the Healthy Puget Sound initiative, and locally through the work of the King County’s Wastewater Treatment Division. With a sustainably funded OSS program, these efforts could be supplemented by finding failing septic systems and ensuring failing systems are fixed.   

Healthy surface and groundwater in King County requires a collaborative approach from many King County entities (Public Health - Seattle & King County, Department of Natural Resources and Parks, King County Information Technology, and the King County Executive and the Assessor), as well as those involved in wastewater treatment (including local jurisdictions and sewer districts), to develop a robust system to identify and monitor septic systems, provide education to septic system owners and installation and maintenance professionals, and potentially bill septic system owners.
There are numerous stakeholders interested in supporting septic system management to ensure septic systems are cost effective and function properly to protect ground water for drinking, commercial and recreational shellfish harvesting, and rivers, streams, and Puget Sound for swimming.  Stakeholders include the many King County agencies (listed above), and those entities involved in wastewater treatment (including local jurisdictions and sewer districts), the septic system industry and real estate professionals.  Stakeholders support the proposal to develop a robust system to identify and monitor septic systems, provide education to septic system owners and installation and maintenance professionals, and potentially charge a fee to septic system owners.
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