





















































































































































Certification of On-Site Sewage Professionals

do revoke certifications in cases of negligence or unverified education and experience. We feel
very strongly about this because of our obligations to protect the environment and public health.

Challenges for the program include the following: 1) the "catch-22" problem of having sufficient
opportunities for operators who need experience before they can move up in certification; 2) the
wastewater program is currently not self-supporting and Ecology is not prepared to approach the
legislature to address the shortfall; 3) the program is prone to abuse by employers; and 4) the
need to keep examinations current and practical.
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UPGRADING EXISTING ON-SITE SEWAGE SYSTEMS

Panel

Linda Hofstad
Environmental Health Specialist, Thurston County Health Department

Laura Porter
Commissioner, Mason County

Howard Leibrand
Health Officer, Skagit County Health Department

Moderator

Tim McDonald
Health Director, Island County Health Department
President, Washington State Public Health Officials

Message

Public health and environmental protection require ongoing attention to the repair and
replacement of failing on-site systems. It is an issue that is complicated by many
social, economic, political and technical considerations. While our ability to detect
failing systems has improved in recent years through the use of sanitary surveys and
dye-test techniques, our ability to correct these problems continues to depend on
strong local government and community leadership, flexible public funding, clear
information and technical assistance, good education, timely enforcement, sound
planning and design, and committed action by property owners.

Linda Hofstad, Thurston County Health Department

Thurston County has a comprehensive program for identifying and correcting failing on-site
sewage systems. This program is composed of three primary components, two of which are
reactive in nature (complaints and loan certifications) and a third which is more proactive
(intensive sanitary surveys).

Complaints are handled on a prioritized basis through a single staff person devoted to complaint
response and enforcement. Top priority is given to surfacing discharges followed by permit/code
violations and other, less descriptive problems. When a problem is detected, owners have 30
days to submit a repair design and 60 days to complete the installation. For the loan
certifications, health department staff are called upon to inspect individual on-site systems, then
prepare a report for the lending institution.

The third component of our program is the intensive sanitary survey. We call it "intensive"

because it takes between 4 and 8 hours to inspect each system in a targeted area using a dye-
trace technique. We changed our approach in the late 1980s when it became apparent that we
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were not succeeding in improving water quality and protecting shellfish beds by simply
correcting the obvious on-site failures. We theorized that we were dealing with a more
widespread nonpoint problem involving many more systems.

Our survey method is based on the following three key features:

® All homes with on-site systems are surveyed—We define the boundaries of the
survey area and identify all properties based on information from the tax
assessor’s office.

W FEducation is conducted throughout the survey process—Letters are issued
explaining the reason for the survey, neighborhood workshops are conducted on
the care of septic systems, brochures are handed out during the actual survey, and
videos are made available on the care of basic and alternative systems.

® On-site systems are tested using a dye-trace technique—The dye-trace technique
allows us to identify failures that previously went undetected. We’ve now
surveyed about 1200 systems, revealing an average failure rate of 13 to 14
percent. (Previous methods revealed failure rates of 4 to 6 percent.) We use a
conservative testing approach which relies on both a positive dye result and a
water sample that confirms the presence of fecal coliform. To improve quality
control, we first determine background levels and have now introduced a second
dye to avoid problems with cross-contamination. To date, our research has
shown no correlation between failures and the age or type of system.

As part of the Shellfish Protection Initiative grant, one employee is designated to work half-time
on community solutions in the project areas. For individual repairs, we have had great success
using a "diagnostic approach" which gives the homeowner six to eight weeks to identify his or
her own problem. The repairs often involve fixing only a component rather than the whole
system, which can be handled relatively quickly and inexpensively. With this approach the
homeowner develops more ownership and awareness about the problem.

With our enforcement actions, we now rely on the civil process only. The real objective, after
all, is to fix the failing system and to protect public health and water quality. Having the ability
to write tickets shows the public that these issues are important. If necessary, we also have the
option of using default judgments or injunctive relief.

To assist homeowners, we provide low-interest loans for repairs and upgrades. We are currently
looking at the criteria that we use in making these loans to see if we can make the program
more useful.

We are currently conducting a dye-trace study to see if we can find a correlation between dye
levels and bacteria levels, or to see if we can find a better indicator for identifying failing
systems. Our goal, always, is to find better ways of carrying out this program.

Laura Porter, Mason County Commission

Mason County’s experience can be portrayed through personal anecdotes which illustrate the
difficulties facing rural, mostly poor areas of Puget Sound. On-site sewage systems are
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expensive to repair and upgrade, and in many cases property owners are unwilling or unable to
pay these costs.

| once visited a single, low-income mother who was participating in neighborhood discussions
about failing on-site systems—a neighborhood with an on-site failure rate of about 55 percent.
As | approached the home, her children, ages two and four, were in the yard making mudpies.
This story is about what was in that mud. | had come to talk with this mother about serious
health problems that had plagued the family. Although this person had been to meetings and
had heard all the information about failing systems, pollution, and public health, she never
connected the information with the mud pies and their family health problems. She finally
asked me, after an hour of personal discussion, "Is it possible that our illness is related to the wet
clay in the front yard?" Complicating the situation, this person was a renter, so it wasn’t her
system to fix. And the owner said he would simply evict the family if he had to fix the system.
As such, the option for this family was to live in their car, which then presents the public policy
question, "Where are they going to go to the bathroom if they are living in their car?"

How do we deal with these types of situations? How do we deal with low-income residents,
renters and other needs? In Washington it’s fine to spend public money on sewers, but it is not
acceptable to spend money on on-site systems.

The next day the Mason County Board of Health heard an appeal pertaining to a new system
being installed on a lot where the previous home had been destroyed by fire. The third-
generation owners simply wanted to reconstruct their property. However, there wasn’t enough
room for both the new on-site system and the tennis court. Because reconstruction of the tennis
court was a priority, the owners sued us. The case is now being appealed to superior court.

With our processes, judges and political leaders alike are called upon to interpret health
regulations and to make decisions about failures and many other issues. These technical issues
become political when dealing with constituents. At almost every juncture in the process, staff
and commissioners are called upon to make decisions that come under tremendous scrutiny and
pressure.

Another difficulty is finding qualified professionals who are willing to assist homeowners with
repairs. Most designers and installers prefer to work on new systems. Because of this problem
and other circumstances, the county often has no alternative but to extend deadlines for
compliance.

We are finding fairly consistent failure rates of 10 to 15 percent along our shoreline areas. So
why don’t we just fix the problem? The simple answer is that there is nothing simple about
these issues. For example, a homeowner who had given permission for staff to enter his
property and conduct a dye test is now considering suing the county for "breaking and entering"
because the sanitarian went under the house in performing the dye test.

In Mason County, a good 10 percent of the people "just say no"—no to government, no to
regulations, no to public health., There is immense pressure on elected officials in dealing with
the on-site sewage issues, from being sued, to losing elections, to making decisions that may
involve matters of public health and possible eviction. Elected officials need to deal with a

number of practical considerations in solving these problems.
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From a local perspective there are glitches in state policy. Why can’t the state provide better
assistance when it is far cheaper to fix existing systems than it is to install sewers? There is a
real need for education on land uses, densities, failure rates and water quality. We all have to
continue working with citizens to help them better understand these issues and to focus attention

on solving the problems.

Howard Leibrand, Skagit County Health Department

After many years of living with failing on-site systems, two small, bay-side communities in Skagit
County are now working toward a solution. Both of the communities have high failure
rates—60 percent in Edison and 45 percent in Blanchard. Edison has 65 homes on tiny lots,
most of which are hooked into a common drainage system that goes directly to a tidal slough.
Blanchard has 52 homes with gravity systems, many of which are discharging directly into the
bay. For years people knew they should stay away from the waters, but because the problem
wasn’t too bad, no one took action. The residents didn’t understand the threats to public health
and nearby shellfish beds. When the health department found high coliform counts in 1990-
1991, the county wanted to wait until the watershed planning process was completed before
taking action. But efforts were initiated earlier after prompting from the state and a shellfish
downgrade at the mouth of the Samish River.

The communities took the initiative and formed local sewage committees in January 1993. They
are doing a great job working with a variety of interests and local, state and federal agencies to
solve the problem. The Edison and Blanchard projects were selected by the Department of
Ecology as pilot projects under their Small Towns Environment Program. Community leaders
worked with Thurston and Mason counties to see how they had dealt with shellfish downgrades.
The communities petitioned the state Department of Health in March 1993 for a severe public
health hazard designation to qualify for grants. They also studied treatment options and funding
sources, and were successful in obtaining both a $50,000 Centennial Clean Water Fund grant for
designing a community sewage system in Edison and a $500,000 Community Development
Block Grant for system repairs and upgrades. During this period, the county also established a
$500,000 revolving loan fund to assist with repairs and upgrades.

Despite the effort, 15 people became ill last spring after eating shellfish from Samish Bay, which
resulted in a downgrade for a portion of the bay. Overall, there has been success in identifying
the problem, but failure in not addressing the problem soon enough.

In our work on these projects, a number of issues have surfaced. One issue is the obvious lack
of monitoring and good information that we have in areas like this. If failures had been
detected and addressed as they occurred, it would have prevented the dramatic problems that
we have today. Health departments lack the basic capacity to be proactive. We spend most of
our time and resources responding to emergencies.

Another issue has been one of inertia—the difficulty in changing course with a long-established
situation. In addition to the 65 homes in Edison, a school is also involved. To fix the problem
we had to wait for resolution on a school bond issue. However, having the school involved has
also been positive in generating action because the school district has a timeline that will help
force a solution.
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Citizens initially thought the problem was from farms upstream, not from their septic systems.
Leaders from the community have been instrumental in providing information to neighbors to
help them understand that it is their problem. The county has also played an important role in
educating the residents. The sanitary surveys we conducted were effective, educational, and
well received.

A final problem has to do with "it’s not my job." The role of a local health professional has
evolved basically as that of a regulator—not an educator, not a facilitator, and certainly not an
on-site designer. State law says that it is the homeowner’s responsibility to make sure that the
on-site system is functioning properly. But as we learn more about the breadth and depth of
these problems across the region, we increasingly see that they require more from all interests,
including local health departments.
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Message

Growth management planning influences the use of on-site sewage systems in the
Puget Sound region. In rural areas, individual and community on-site systems will
continue to be called upon as a long-term solution for sewage treatment. Existing
systems in urban areas will likely remain in use as long as performance is good, due in
part to limited capacity at municipal treatment facilities. In rural settings, particularly
the island environments, GMA policies that concentrate growth are difficult to
reconcile with other policies that support groundwater recharge and wastewater reuse.
Increasing reliance on on-site systems raises unresolved questions about development
densities and nitrate contamination of groundwater.

Dick Settle, Seattle University School of Law

The Growth Management Act (GMA) is stirring a revolution in Washington land use planning.
Most GMA provisions relate to the county and city planning and regulatory processes. These
include responsiveness of comprehensive plans to the 13 GMA goals, consistency and
coordination through county-wide planning policies, identification of urban growth areas, and
implementation of the comprehensive plan through consistent development regulations and the
capital facilities plan. The GMA spells out three kinds of consistency—Ilocal policies and
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regulations must be consistent between jurisdictions; they must be internally consistent; and
zoning, other development regulations, and capital investments must be consistent with the
comprehensive plans.

There are a few major substantive requirements in the GMA. One is that natural resource lands
and critical areas must be placed off-limits to urban development. The second is that urban
growth areas must be designated and sized to accommodate the 20-year growth projection and
must contain most of the growth. The third substantive requirement is concurrency—new
development will not be allowed unless certain services are available within six years of the
time of development. Finally, locally undesirable but regionally essential land uses, such as
prisons, must be accommodated.

The GMA has some general implications for on-site sewage treatment. For the most part,
development will be concentrated in sewered areas. Development outside the urban growth
areas will be at lower densities which are more compatible with on-site sewage treatment.
Subdivisions will need facilities and services concurrent with development. This will require
that sewage treatment, including individual and community on-site systems, be adequate or that
sewers be made available when needed.

Louise Miller, Metropolitan King County Council

One of the drivers behind the Growth Management Act was that King County voters were
concerned about sprawl. The challenge is to figure out how we can grow more gracefully and
not get ahead of the capacity of our local infrastructure. In spite of the recent rise in opposition
to growth management, people are still very concerned about the manner and cost of new
growth. King County has about a half-million people in the rural area, a half-million in the
suburban cities, and a half-million in Seattle. Financial constraints are strongly affecting the
extension of infrastructure, especially to growth areas outside existing urban areas.

There is no great urgency for converting on-site systems to sewers. METRO is approaching
capacity with its sewer system, and it will be expensive to add more. Also, on-site systems
contribute significantly to groundwater recharge, which we are coming to see as an important
benefit. The King County comprehensive plan has been revised to acknowledge that existing
on-site systems in urban areas can remain, as long as they aren’t polluting.

We need good maintenance and periodic inspection of on-site systems. Many people in the
rural area are on public water and don’t even know they have an on-site sewage system. More
and more houses are built every day that are served by on-site systems and that have all the
conveniences of homes in urban areas. We need to make sure that people know they have an
on-site system, and that they know how to maintain it so they don’t pollute their community
water system. Once a community water supply goes bad, people look to the county to
subsidize their connection to a regional water supply.

Statewide, the future of growth management is uncertain. Some counties now want to opt out
and the Growth Management Hearings Board decisions are challenging local government
authority. The urban counties certainly don’t want out of growth management because they
have made such an enormous investment of time and process, and have developed consensus
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about how to deal with growth. It's a set of issues that we have to deal with in one form or
another.

Mike Shelton, Island County Commission

Island County is growing quickly, and mostly in the unincorporated areas. There are no rivers in
the county—our aquifers recharge from rainfall. Except for Oak Harbor, groundwater provides
the water supply for everyone in the county. This has led us to recognize the importance of
both protecting our groundwater supply and maintaining recharge via on-site sewage systems.

Our on-site program in Island County can serve as a model for other counties. County health
has been a leader with standards that are just now being accepted as minimum requirements in
the state regulations. Island County understands the importance of on-site systems as the
permanent means for sewage treatment in rural areas.

On-site systems are important sources of aquifer recharge, both for drinking water and to prevent
salt water intrusion. If all new development were required to go to sewers in urban growth
areas, the lack of recharge would place tremendous strain on the aquifers.

I’m afraid the Growth Management Act doesn‘t recognize these needs. Standard GMA
requirements that call for concentrated growth and centralized sewer service are contrary to
what we believe are good water-management practices in Island County. The GMA needs to be
changed to allow more flexibility for rural local governments to control their patterns of land use
based on local situations and knowledge.

Joy Keniston-Longrie, King County Department of Metropolitan Services

METRO is a regional wholesaler of wastewater treatment. METRO is developing a Regional
Wastewater Service Plan through the year 2020. Considerations in this process are coordination
with GMA, state and federal regulations, demographics, and the fit with on-site sewage systems.
The plan will look at regional alternatives for protecting water resources; reducing wastewater
discharges, combined sewer overflows, and treatment of waste; wastewater reuse; and biosolids
handling and reuse. METRO hopes that the plan will be forwarded from the King County
Executive to the King County Council in 1995, and adopted by the Council in 1996.

This regional approach is needed because the population and sewage discharges continue to
grow. A half-million more people and 83 million gallons per day (mgd) more wastewater will
be added to the METRO service area by 2020. This translates into a 39 mgd additional need for
treatment capacity. Treatment plants and pipes will be at capacity by 2008. New systems need
to be designed for peak flows, and need to account for both sewage flows as well as inflow and
infiltration.

Financing will be a major concern for the future. Charges to rate payers have increased
dramatically over the past 30 years. Total investment to date for infrastructure is between $2
billion and $2.5 billion. In the future, costs will increase further. Poor management can result
in public health problems and surface and groundwater contamination. These costs are hard to

quantify.
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Public sewers will be extended to serve growth in urban areas. Existing on-site systems may
remain in those areas, but if densities increase then they will need to be replaced with sewers.
On-site systems in rural areas serve valuable functions, such as aquifer recharge. However, they
can cause pollution problems in areas with unprotected aquifers or if poorly installed or
maintained.

King County is close to adopting the following policies for on-site systems:

B Septic systems are considered to be permanent in rural areas and on natural
resource lands.

® Community systems may be allowed when they are needed to solve health
problems in rural areas and when they are managed and accompanied by density
limits. :

® Failing systems in rural areas and on natural resource lands can be replaced with
public systems only if health problems exist.

In urban areas, decisions on the types of systems allowed will be made by local jurisdictions.
Sewers are usually required if they are within a certain proximity to development.

METRO is required to accept all the sewage that member jurisdictions generate. However,
expansion of the system will be increasingly difficult and METRO is interested in working
collaboratively throughout the jurisdiction to find creative ways to protect water resource quality
and quantity. Important considerations are watershed management, fish and wildlife habitat
protection, and wastewater reuse.

Craig Cogger, Washington State University

A properly functioning on-site system effectively reduces bacteria, biochemical oxygen demand,
and phosphorus, but produces nitrates. The problem is how to limit the effects of nitrate
leaching. Estimates of nitrate removal by different types of septic systems are limited, and are
based on uncertain data. The impacts of nitrate discharges on human and environmental health
may not be seen until a community is fully developed, when it is too late.

Short-term actions should leave room for long-term solutions. While one house per five acres
may be an acceptable density for rural areas, it is unsuitable for urban areas and conflicts with
growth management planning. We need to consider the cumulative impacts of development on
the environment. In the long run, we need to find ways for on-site systems to limit nitrate
discharges. The following are possible ways to deal with the problem of nitrate contamination:

® Estimate nitrogen loss from current systems and evaluate the benefits of converting
to more efficient systems. '

® Develop models to estimate the effects of dilution in groundwater. This has
yielded limited success so far.

® Base lot sizes, in part, on the potential for landscapes to remove nitrates.

® Encourage the development, approval, and use of denitrification systems.
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® Explore the use of systems that have increased seasonal plant uptake, such as
shallow irrigation systems.

® Build dilution and denitrification goals and policies into land-use planning, such
as clustering systems and using greenbelts for dilution.
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