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Executive Summary
The 2006 Legislature enacted Third Substitute House Bill (3SHB) 1458 to enhance county onsite sewage system (OSS) management programs to ensure OSS are working to protect public
health and Puget Sound water quality. The legislation requires the 12 Puget Sound counties
(Clallam, Island, Jefferson, King, Kitsap, Mason, Pierce, San Juan, Skagit, Snohomish, Thurston
and Whatcom) to use the best available science to determine which marine shoreline areas are
affected by failing OSS. They must design programs to find and correct failing systems to
reduce public health hazards, improve water quality, and reopen previously closed shellfish
areas. This report provides a summary of the activities and progress made by the counties to
develop and implement OSS management plans.

Key Findings
1. Management Plans for the 12 Puget Sound Counties
All of the Puget Sound counties developed OSS management plans. Their respective boards of
health approved the plans. The department reviewed the plans. It found all are complete and
contain the required Marine Recovery Area (MRA) designation strategies. The counties are in
the beginning stages of implementing the plans by upgrading county codes, improving databases,
transferring records, developing public education programs and staffing the OSS management
programs. The counties’ efforts depend on state funding to continue. Additional information on
each county’s OSS management plan is available at the department’s Local On-site Management
Plan Web site.
2. Marine Recovery Area and Sensitive Area Designations
All of the Puget Sound counties identified areas that are vulnerable to pollution from bacteria or
nitrogen. These areas are identified as sensitive areas in the management plans. Each county
included in its report the procedures used to evaluate environmental data, and to propose the
sensitive area and MRA designations. Nine counties identified specific areas along their marine
shorelines as MRAs. A map of Puget Sound MRAs and Other OSS Identification Efforts in
2008 shows where the counties began to implement their management plans.
3. Data Management
The counties upgraded their databases to store and use information such as the status of each
OSS and locations where failure rates are high. Counties use a variety of software products to
manage their OSS data. Because their systems need to interact with databases used by other
departments within the local government, each county uses a unique database. While all of the
counties have made database improvements, more work is needed to maximize efficiency. In
addition, a statewide database is needed to summarize county data, and to provide tools for
assessing OSS effects at regional and state levels.
4. Operation and Maintenance Plan Strategies
Counties are using their databases to apply risk-based operation and maintenance (O&M)
requirements to set priorities for their OSS management efforts. They track O&M reports from
OSS located in sensitive areas and MRAs to determine compliance with O&M requirements.
Each county is working on tasks related to O&M programs. The tasks include evaluating
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pollution sources by conducting water quality investigations and shoreline surveys, providing
public education and outreach, and running certification programs for O&M providers.
5. Barriers and Recommendations
Homeowners do not always understand the importance of maintaining their OSS. The counties
use a variety of methods to tell the public about the O&M requirements. Some people have
trouble understanding the O&M rules and reasons for needing regular inspections. As a result,
additional rules frustrate them. When they hear that the rules vary among counties, their
frustration increases. To minimize discrepancies among counties and to maximize educational
programs, the department recommends expanding education and outreach efforts across the
region by using a variety of means to provide a consistent message.
To continue to make progress implementing the 12 OSS management programs, the department
recommends establishing dedicated sources of funding at local or regional scales to support
comprehensive water quality and OSS management programs. The counties need supplemental
funding until local or regional funds become available.
Ensuring failing OSS are repaired or replaced is one of the most important steps in the OSS
management efforts. Affordable grants or loans need to be available to homeowners to support
needed repairs. Public and private partners should continue to work with Ecology, ShoreBank
Enterprise Cascadia, the counties and others to increase availability of funding for homeowners
to repair failing OSS.
Densely populated areas have an increased risk of water pollution when homes and businesses
use OSS. Additional risks occur when high-density neighborhoods are located in sensitive areas.
To ensure public health safety and environmental protection, counties with high-density
populations and sensitive areas need to have extensive technical expertise to manage OSS
programs. They require technical support and guidance to ensure OSS achieve effective longterm sewage treatment. The department should continue to work with counties to share advice
and to offer technical assistance on risk management approaches and practices. This includes
developing guidelines for applying Method II, an alternate approach for determining the
minimum lot size or land area needed to use an OSS, and completing the report to the Legislature
on O&M certification recommendations.
Land use designations established by local governments under the Growth Management Act
(GMA), Chapter 36.70A RCW limit wastewater options. The GMA specifies that urban services
(typically sewers) are needed inside urban growth areas and rural services (typically OSS) should
be used in rural areas. These designations often limit the use of integrated wastewater
approaches aimed at minimizing cost and maximizing environmental benefits. The department
recommends coordinating with the departments of Community, Trade and Economic
Development (CTED) and Ecology, local governments, and others to support planning efforts
that consider use of different types of sewage treatment systems in and near urban growth areas
to maximize environmental protection and minimize cost.
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Background
2005 State Board of Health Rule
In 2005, the State Board of Health adopted Chapter 246-272A WAC for OSS. The changes in
the rule recognized the need for counties to develop comprehensive OSS management plans for
new and existing systems using risk-based methods. The rule established two levels of planning
requirements:
•

The Puget Sound counties have very detailed planning requirements. These
requirements include overall management of OSS. That takes in siting as well
as operation and maintenance (O&M). The established plan elements require
local health officers to develop and maintain an inventory of known OSS,
define O&M requirements based on risks posed by the systems and the sites,
and describe the capacity to ensure adequate O&M of all OSS within the
county. The deadline for adoption by the local board of health and review by
the department to verify completion was July 1, 2007.

•

The state’s other 27 counties also have planning requirements. The
requirements for these counties are not as extensive as for the Puget Sound
counties. These counties must include a description of their capacity to
provide education and O&M information, how homeowners will be reminded
and encouraged to complete inspections, and the capacity to fund the plan.
No specific time frame to complete the plans was given to the non-Puget
Sound counties.

The 2005 rule also directed the department to develop guidance on what to include in the OSS
management plans by July 1, 2006, to assist in plan development. The department published OnSite Sewage System Management Plan Guidance in June 2006 for the counties to use during plan
development. This guidance document incorporated requirements under both Chapter 246-272A
WAC and 3SHB 1458 passed by the 2006 Legislature.
2006 Legislation
In March 2006, the Legislature passed 3SHB 1458 (Appendix A), codified as Chapter 70.118A
RCW. The legislation paralleled the requirements in WAC 246-272A for the Puget Sound
counties to develop OSS management plans and authorized counties to identify marine recovery
areas (MRA). The legislation directed local health officers to propose MRAs where existing
OSS are a significant factor contributing to degradation of shellfish growing areas, marine waters
listed by the Department of Ecology (Ecology) for low-dissolved oxygen levels or fecal
coliform, or marine waters where nitrogen has been identified as a contaminant of concern.
Once an MRA is proposed, the health officer must develop and approve a management plan that
includes a strategy to manage OSS within the MRA.
To assist with the identification and development of MRA strategies, as directed by the
legislation, the department published Marine Recovery Areas: Supplemental to the On-site
Sewage System Management Plan Guidance, in October 2006. It addressed data sources, data
analysis, designation of MRAs, and implementation strategies.
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The legislation also called on the department to prepare a progress report showing how counties
are developing OSS management plans and performing other activities to protect the
environment in MRAs. This report fulfills that requirement.
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Findings
Section A: On-site Strategies Used by the Puget Sound Counties
Management Plan Development
All 12 Puget Sound counties have completed development of their initial local on-site
management plans as required by the 2006 legislation and Chapter 246-272A WAC. When
developing their plans, the counties were asked to take a comprehensive look at the on-site
sewage development and management needs of their jurisdictions and to develop the information
that will assist them in their OSS planning needs. The counties used several different processes
to develop their plans.
Clallam, Island, King, San Juan and Thurston counties convened a workgroup or committee to
provide recommendations. Jefferson, Kitsap, Pierce, Snohomish, Skagit and Whatcom drafted
their plans based on information gathered from their OSS and planning departments. Mason
County contracted with Jefferson County to draft its plan in coordination with Kitsap County, to
ensure consistency in the Hood Canal area.
Each county held public hearings prior to formal adoption of their plans. Table 1 lists the date
each plan was approved by its county board of health, the date the department found each plan to
be complete, and a link to each local management plan.

County Name
Clallam

Approved by the
County Board of
Health
June 19, 2007

Department
Determined Plan to
be Complete
July 12, 2007

Link to County’s
Plan
Clallam LMP

Island

June 18, 2007

July 12, 2007

Island LMP

Jefferson

August 20, 2007

September 11, 2007

Jefferson LMP

Kitsap

June 30, 2008

July 8, 2008

Kitsap LMP

Mason

December 5, 2007

February 1, 2008

Mason LMP

San Juan

July 23, 2007

August 6, 2007

San Juan LMP

Seattle-King

June 19, 2008

July 18, 2008

Not Available

Skagit

October 9, 2007

December 31, 2007

Skagit LMP

Snohomish

June 7, 2007

July 17, 2007

Snohomish LMP

Tacoma-Pierce

September 5, 2007

December 31, 2007

Tacoma-Pierce LMP

Thurston

January 7, 2008

February 8, 2008

Thurston LMP

Whatcom

March 25, 2008

May 21, 2008

Whatcom LMP

Table 1

Local Management Plans - Approval Dates and Links to Plans
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The plans are designed to be “living” documents with changes incorporated over time as more
information is gathered locally. The management plans allow counties to learn from their
actions and from the data they’re collecting. Subject to sufficient on-going funding, the counties
will refine their recommendations over time. Clallam, Mason and Skagit are already working on
or have completed updates.
Although the details vary, all the plans include:
•
•
•
•

Risk-based priority setting for O&M reporting compliance.
Educational programs to teach homeowners about inspection requirements
and the benefits of maintaining OSS, and to remind them when their O&M
inspections are due.
Incentives to encourage OSS owners to have their systems inspected and to
send the inspection reports to the counties.
Simple reporting requirements.

Marine Recovery Area Designation
As directed by the 2006 legislation, the local health officer must propose MRAs where existing
OSS are a significant factor associated with:
(a) Shellfish growing areas that are listed as threatened or downgraded by the
department under chapter 69.30 RCW.
(b) Marine waters that are listed by the Department of Ecology under section
303(d) of the federal clean water act for low-dissolved oxygen or fecal
coliform.
(c) Marine waters where nitrogen has been identified as a contaminant of concern
by the local health officer.
Each county evaluated its marine shorelines using criteria outlined in the department’s Marine
Recovery Areas: Supplemental to the On-site Sewage System Management Plan Guidance. They
also used a number of water quality and land use data sets to make science-based MRA
determinations, including the department’s shellfish program data, Ecology’s list of impaired
water bodies (the 303(d) list) and the following:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Age of sewage systems.
Number of OSS repairs in the area.
Density of OSS.
Proximity of OSS to shoreline.
High number of unknown OSS (no permit or inspection history and not
currently in county files) in the area.
Location of sole source aquifers.
Data from local stream monitoring programs, local shoreline monitoring and
sanitary surveys, and recreational swimming monitoring programs.

As required in Chapter 246-272A WAC, each county first developed a list of areas where OSS
could pose increased public health risk. These areas are called sensitive areas. The at-risk areas
6
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were then evaluated to determine if OSS could be a significant factor contributing to the three
situations noted above. Areas that were determined to be significantly affected by OSS and
bordering the marine shoreline were identified as MRAs. Nine counties formally identified at
least one MRA. Map 1 shows Puget Sound MRAs and Other OSS Identification Efforts in 2008.
Note that some areas are too small to show on the regional map. A detailed map of each county
is available at the department’s Local On-site Management Plan Web site. Table 2 lists the
MRAs identified as of November 2008.
County
Clallam
Jefferson
King
Kitsap
Kitsap
Mason
Mason
Pierce
Skagit
Skagit
Skagit
Skagit
Skagit
Skagit
Skagit
Thurston
Whatcom

Land Areas or Watershed
Sequim-Dungeness
Hood Canal - from Tala Point Sound
Portions of Vashon Island
Liberty Bay
Burley Lagoon
Oakland Bay
Hood Canal
Key Peninsula
Colony Creek
Guemes Island
Lower Samish River Basin
Padilla Bay and Bay View Rural Village
Samish Island and Samish Bay
Similk Bay and Similk Beach Community
Yokeko, Dewey Beach, and Quiet Cove
Henderson
Drayton Harbor Watershed

Table 2 Marine Recovery Areas
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Map 1 Puget Sound MRAs and Other OSS Identification Efforts in 2008
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Counties with MRAs
To determine MRA and sensitive area boundaries, many counties mapped the locations of
threatened and downgraded shellfish areas and marine waters on Ecology’s 303(d) list for fecal
coliform or low dissolved oxygen. For example, Clallam County’s map showed several areas
where commercial shellfish growing is prohibited or where marine waters are impaired because
of high bacteria or low dissolved oxygen. These areas include locations in Sequim Bay,
Dungeness Bay, Port Angeles Harbor, the mouth of the Pysht River, Clallam Bay and Neah Bay.
Clallam County’s staff determined which of these areas are affected by OSS. Based on this
information, the county staff originally recommended that the health officer designate the
Sequim-Dungeness area as an MRA, using the existing boundaries of the Sequim Bay Dungeness Watershed Clean Water District as the upland boundaries of the MRA. After further
discussions with the OSS Work Group about emerging water quality problems in Discovery Bay
(including a shellfish downgrade), the MRA boundary was extended east to the county line to
include the Miller Peninsula.
Based on significant data analysis, Jefferson and Mason counties included areas along Hood
Canal in their MRAs. Mason County also included the Oakland Bay watershed as an MRA. At
the time its plan was drafted, Kitsap County determined that OSS have not proven to be a
significant contributor to the nitrogen problem in Hood Canal. Consequently, it did not
designate Hood Canal as an MRA. However, it designated its portion of Hood Canal as an area
of special concern for nitrogen. Kitsap County identified Burley Lagoon and Liberty Bay as
MRAs.
Since 2000, Thurston County has been using an OSS management plan to address problems in
the Henderson Watershed Protection Area. It named the entire watershed an Area of Special
Concern in 2007. Because it includes all the components of an MRA, the Thurston County
Board of Health will be asked to officially designate Henderson as an MRA in the near future.
Its plan calls for further evaluations to determine if other areas should become Sensitive Areas or
MRAs.
In Pierce County, OSS are the only available means of wastewater treatment and soil dispersal
on the Key Peninsula, except for one small area. Results from the Tacoma-Pierce County Health
Department compliance program, water quality assessments and sanitary surveys, along with
water quality sampling, demonstrate that the OSS on the peninsula are failing at a low but
consistent rate over time. Failing OSS are now linked to a portion of the impairment in shellfish
harvest areas and individual sample stations on the Ecology 303(d) list. The county designated
the entire Key Peninsula as an MRA. This was a proactive approach to protect public health and
will help to prevent further downgrades in shellfish harvest classification.
Except for Vashon Island and a small area in south Federal Way, most of the urban areas along
King County’s shoreline are sewered. Shellfishing is not advised along most of the shoreline
because of sewer outfalls and extensive urban development. King County evaluated the Vashon
Island shoreline to determine if any areas should be identified as an MRA. Portions of
Quartermaster Harbor and four small areas along East Passage met the criteria. The county will
re-evaluate the marine shoreline in south Federal Way when new data is available. The county
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will also designate the Redondo Beach area as an MRA if it determines OSS are adversely
affecting water quality in the area.
Skagit County Board of Health designated seven areas as MRAs. These included Samish Island
and Samish Bay; Yokeko, Dewey Beach and Quiet Cove; Similk Bay and Similk Beach
Community; Padilla Bay and Bay View Rural Village; Guemes Island, Colony Creek, and Lower
Samish River Basin. Whatcom County designated the Drayton Harbor Watershed as an MRA
after reviewing available data.
Counties that Did Not Identify an MRA
Island, San Juan, and Snohomish counties also evaluated the locations of threatened and
downgraded shellfish areas and marine waters on Ecology’s 303(d) list for fecal coliform or low
dissolved oxygen. Based on their evaluation of available data, they did not designate any MRAs.
Island County designed a unique approach for risk classification. Its miles of shoreline, limited
year-round streams, sole source aquifer status, fluctuating populations associated with vacation
properties, and growth pressures create challenges to identifying MRAs. Island County’s OSS
management plan committee reviewed available data to determine how to designate risk-based
geographic areas for protection of public health and the environment. It urged the county to
designate geographic risk areas under its OSS management plan. It identified the following four
types of areas, ranked from highest to lowest risk, as well as specific areas of the county that fit
into each category:
Category 1: Marine Recovery Areas
Areas where there are water quality problems linked to OSS failures. No areas
were identified.
Category 2: Sensitive Areas
Areas where there are water quality problems that merit closer OSS monitoring.
South Holmes Harbor and Penn Cove were identified.
Category 3: Increased Risk Areas
Areas listed in the state OSS rules (WAC 246-272A-0015) as priority areas where
OSS could pose increased public health risks. Critical aquifer recharge areas and
Point Partridge were identified.
Category 4: All other areas of the county.
During San Juan County’s data evaluation process, all commercial shellfish growing areas met
water quality standards for fecal coliform. The Mackaye Harbor growing area has one station
that has elevated bacteria levels. State and local environmental health personnel concluded that
the elevated counts appeared to be an anomaly not associated with OSS. After reviewing
available data, the local committee concluded that San Juan County doesn’t have any sensitive
marine areas that should be identified as MRAs. Its committee recommends a review of marine
water quality annually and, if needed, new MRAs or other sensitive areas should be designated.

10

Puget Sound Local On-site Sewage Management Plans – A Report to the Legislature

The Snohomish Health District’s health officer has not identified any marine waters in
Snohomish County where nitrogen is a concern. Therefore, only shellfish downgrades and water
quality violations for low dissolved oxygen or fecal coliform bacteria were used to determine
marine recovery designation. This is consistent with the department’s MRA guidance.
Snohomish County Health District identified the Warm Beach community as a sensitive area.
While it did not identify any MRAs, it plans to be an active partner in improving water quality.
Staff will review new water quality data, shellfish certification status and OSS performance data
to determine if the county needs to designate an MRA or other sensitive area in the future. Its
OSS management plan requires OSS to be designed and constructed to high standards
throughout the county.
Finding Unknown and Failing On-site Sewage Systems within the MRAs
All of the Puget Sound counties identified a strategy to locate and identify the type and location
of OSS for sites without a county record. They continue to modify databases to provide clues to
where unknown systems might be located (certain subdivisions, for example). They are also
beginning to make progress to reduce the number of unknown OSS not only within the MRAs
but also in sensitive areas and other areas of each county. Finding unknown systems and failing
OSS is a time intensive task. It requires extensive efforts to build trust within the community,
conduct shoreline surveys, find failures, and work with homeowners to complete repairs.
As of 2008, all of the local OSS databases could be used as a way to track OSS types, age, O&M
activities, functioning status, and other information related to OSS. This tool is used to identify a
parcel or lot that is likely to have an OSS but for which no specific information is known. A
detailed report about databases is included in Section B.
The counties report the percentage of systems needing minor repairs or that have failed and need
a major repair varies greatly, even within a county. The rate of OSS that need at least a minor
repair ranged from 15 to 40 percent. The rate for the number of failures ranged from 1 to 13
percent. The rate of 13 percent for failures came from a localized high-risk shoreline area in
Thurston County. These failures were identified as a result of a detailed study that included dye
tracing. The study was conducted because of extensive water quality and shoreline pollution
problems. In Kitsap County, the number of inspections increased 80 percent between 2004 and
2008 after it implemented an O&M program. The number of failures increased as more
inspections were completed for two years. After two years of consistent O&M in Kitsap County,
the number of failures began to drop. By 2006, the failure rate for 8,093 inspections dropped to
0.08 percent.
Counties use maps as a tool for working with communities to find unknown systems and to
ensure that members of a community know the status of all OSS. Maps 2 and 3 demonstrate the
effectiveness of this in Skagit County. Green-shaded lots on Map 2 indicate the county knows
the location and type of OSS and that the O&M requirements have been met. This specific area
of Skagit County has been a priority and focus for OSS investigations since 2005. In contrast,
the greater number of red- and yellow-shaded lots in Map 3 indicates that compliance in the Bay
View vicinity is not as great because OSS identification efforts are just beginning. Skagit
County uses maps in public meetings to encourage homeowners to learn how to ensure their lots
become and remain green.

Puget Sound Local On-site Sewage Management Plans – A Report to the Legislature

11

LEGEND: Red = No septic system permit and no record of O&M inspection; Yellow = Septic system
permit but no record of O&M inspection; Green = Septic system permit and recent O&M inspection;
White = no residence Map 2 Similk Beach

LEGEND: Red = No septic system permit and no record of O&M inspection; Yellow = Septic system
permit but no record of O&M inspection; Green = Septic system permit and recent O&M inspection;
White = no residence Map 3 Bay View Community
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Jefferson County uses mapping tools that allow integration of data from multiple sources to be
seen on one map to help identify and set priorities for areas. Using its assessor’s database and
county maps, it produced a map, Map 4, that marries data from its permitting database to show
properties that have plumbing and the date the OSS or “septic case” was created. The
information can then be used to focus resources on finding information on sites that have no OSS
records.

Map 4 Local Neighborhood in Jefferson County

In addition to mapping tools, the counties are developing communication strategies and are
outlining requirements in code to use as a last resort for ensuring OSS are routinely inspected.
All either have or are developing proposals to incorporate O&M compliance with inspection and
reporting requirements at time of sale. This is effective for finding unknown systems and for
determining the status of OSS countywide. All the counties have incorporated into their local
codes, or at least have recommended incorporating, proof of compliance prior to the county
issuing building permits, shoreline permits, food establishment permits, certificate of occupancy
for commercial buildings and land division approvals.
Making Sure the Required Operation and Maintenance Reports Are Submitted
Ordinances in most Puget Sound counties require the O&M inspection report be submitted to the
county by the person conducting the inspection. The county notifies the homeowners they are
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out of compliance when the report is not submitted. Some counties record a notice to the title of
the property outlining the owner’s responsibility to have the system inspected and to inform the
owner of the consequences of non-compliance. Enforcement options, subject to local legal
requirements, to deal with properties that are not in compliance with O&M requirements vary by
county. Typically, options for enforcement are extremely limited. They include notice of
violation, or, in rare cases, civil infractions. The risk associated with the type, age and location
of the system and staffing availability determine how aggressively the counties will follow up
with homeowners who are not in compliance.
Strategy for Ensuring the Necessary Repairs Have Been Made to Failing Systems
Ensuring the repairs of failing OSS can be a long process. The counties first work closely with
communities to build trust, and to educate them about water pollution and OSS. The trust
developed by interacting with the homeowner prior to finding a failure is often the key step in
repairing failing systems. A successful repair is usually the result of a cooperative effort to find
a solution. If the homeowner doesn’t cooperate or if the health officer determines the failure to
be an immediate public health risk, enforcement is an available tool for counties to use.
However, counties view it as a last resort. The public demand for a funding mechanism used to
assist homeowners with repair costs needs to be addressed when designing a OSS management
program.
Getting necessary repairs made is subject to the homeowner’s ability to pay for the system to be
fixed. A few public resources are available to support lending to owners of OSS for system
repairs. These include:
•
•
•
•
•

USDA Section 504 Repair Program grants and loans.
U.S. HUD Community Development Block Grant funds.
The Washington State Clean Water State Revolving Fund (SRF).
Centennial Clean Water Fund (Centennial).
The Water Quality Capital Account-State appropriation.

The federal and state resources are constrained by geographic, income, age, and other criteria
that significantly limit the numbers of owners who qualify for assistance. While the available
sources have limitations, they have been used to support local OSS repair programs for many
years. The counties and Ecology suggest that these programs could be managed more efficiently
by using a regional approach. Effective loan administration is the key element needed to
encourage enough participation by OSS owners to achieve the state’s water quality objectives.
Five counties (Skagit, San Juan, Island, Pierce and Thurston) applied for and were awarded
funds from SRF and Centennial accounts to make grants and low-interest loans to system
owners. These counties depend upon local agency staff to administer loans and grants -- staff for
whom this function is not their primary responsibility, nor within their primary area of expertise.
An inherent challenge is the need to cover potential defaults by OSS owners/borrowers.
Additionally, grant funds from the Centennial account were directed to Jefferson, Kitsap and
Mason counties to support a regional OSS loan program aimed at the Hood Canal region. These
funds were augmented by philanthropic sources. The three counties were able to overcome some
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of the obstacles to lending for OSS repairs by contracting with a non-profit community financing
institution, ShoreBank Enterprise Cascadia, to administer the loans. This approach has allowed
owners to be offered income-indexed interest rates and liberal repayment terms. The scope of
the need for the lending program can be estimated from number of prospective borrower
inquiries received in this program’s first 20 months (320). Its effectiveness can be measured by
the number of approved loans (126) and the number systems upgraded to meet local health
agency standards (104) during the same period.
San Juan has a unique local loan program managed by its county auditor. The San Juan OSS
program provides the initial review to confirm OSS failure. An appropriate repair design is
approved prior to a loan offer by the county auditor.
Contracts with Counties to Fund Implementation
During the 2005-2007 biennium, the Legislature provided $860,000 to the department to pass
through to the counties for OSS management plan development. Each county received an equal
share of the funds.
The Legislature provided $1,700,000 (which includes $21,022 indirect costs to cover department
contracting expenses) in pass-through funds for plan implementation during the 2007-2009
biennium. Each county received about $100,000 to initiate implementation of its local plan. The
majority of this funding paid for database upgrades, data entry, and public education materials.
The remaining funds (about $500,000) were competitively awarded to six counties to implement
strategies within their MRAs or sensitive areas.
The plans collectively identified an additional annual average of $4 million that will be needed
over the next few years to fully implement the local plans. Continuing to provide the current
allotment plus the additional $4 million per year would let the counties fully implement their
plans. It would also support state efforts to provide technical support, as well as a region-wide
data set.
The department requires the Puget Sound counties to submit quarterly reports. These reports are
used to obtain updates on plan implementation and to assure accountability. The department
provides technical assistance to the counties as needed. This proactive approach is forging an
increasingly cooperative level of communication among the counties and the department.

Section B: Electronic Data Systems Status
Electronic Data Systems
The department developed and outlined electronic data system recommendations, common
forms, and protocols to facilitate data sharing in On-Site Sewage System Management Plan
Guidance. Counties are making progress in developing and enhancing their local data systems.
Counties use a variety of software products to manage their OSS data. Because their systems
need to interact with the databases used by the other departments within the local government,
each county needed to use a unique database. Paper records are being scanned and entered into
the databases. In several counties inspectors directly enter O&M reports electronically and
counties can make portions of OSS records accessible to the public through a Web site.
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Counties are developing and enhancing existing data systems that can be queried to report OSS
information such as:
•
•
•
•
•

Number of unknown systems found and added to database.
Yearly percent of systems monitored that identified a problem.
Yearly percent of systems monitored that identified a failure.
Number of reported failures.
Number of O&M reports submitted countywide and in specific MRAs.

The databases are being used to provide needed information. As they are used, many needed
improvements are identified. Improving databases, entering data, and making maps are
resource-intensive tasks.
While database management is expensive, it is an invaluable investment. Over the years, many
questions have been asked about OSS. The new and improved databases are beginning to
provide this important information. The department needs information collected by the counties
to improve the statewide OSS program. Information about the number of OSS, repair rates, and
how well proprietary technologies are performing in the field is critical. This information will
help the department evaluate the OSS rules and will work with manufacturers to address issues
that lead to failures. Results include improved statewide OSS program, potential savings of
thousands of dollars in repair costs, and enhanced protection of public health and the
environment.
A recent example of information asked for, but not yet available, came from Ecology. It is
developing a model for Puget Sound and needs to know the contribution of nitrogen from OSS
located in watersheds near Puget Sound. After the programs are implemented countywide, more
will be known about the number, type and location of OSS throughout the Puget Sound basin.
The information available at the county level is essential for OSS management. A statewide data
set housed at the department is needed to make this data usable on a regional scale.
Progress in Finding Unknown Systems
Progress is just beginning for many of the counties in identifying types and locations of OSS for
sites where an OSS is likely but the county has no record. They have set priorities identifying
OSS in high-risk areas to meet the 2012 deadline outlined in the legislation. The identification
of unknown OSS countywide will take a number of years. They will continue to upgrade their
databases and to enter new O&M reports to make sure this information is available.

Section C: Areas with Completed Shoreline Surveys
Surveys Completed by the Department
The department evaluates all of the state’s commercial shellfish growing areas to determine their
suitability for growing and harvesting shellfish. The shoreline survey portion of the evaluation
identifies pollution sources that may affect water quality. The department evaluates potential
effects of sewage treatment plants, OSS, animal farms, drainage ways, wildlife and other
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possible pollution sources. A list of shoreline surveys completed since 2000 is included in
Appendix C.
Since 2005, more than 3,000 shoreline parcels using OSS within 10 Puget Sound counties have
been evaluated. The data indicates that 40 percent of the parcels surveyed use advanced OSS
technology to enhance treatment. These systems provide improved treatment but require more
O&M to ensure they are functioning correctly. About 44 percent of the systems surveyed were
more than 30 years old.
At the completion of each parcel evaluation, a status is assigned to each OSS found about its
effect on the neighboring shellfish growing area. Definitions include direct impact, indirect
impact, potential impacts, and no impact. OSS having direct and indirect impacts are
periodically identified and notifications sent to the applicable county. They are typically
repaired quickly and efficiently by the local health jurisdiction and the property owner. Systems
labeled as potential impacts include those that may affect water quality in the area; however, they
have not been defined as failing because a direct correlation between the system and impaired
water quality was not evident. Inadequate setbacks, neglect or abuse of system components, age,
and soil conditions are examples of items that could lead to a potential impact label. Since 2005,
the department has labeled 47 percent of the OSS as potential impacts to the neighboring
shellfish growing area.

Section D: The Progress and Capacity to Implement OSS Management Plans
Progress and Capacity of Local Health Jurisdictions
Counties’ capacity to implement their plans is dependent on continued funding from the state
until sustainable funding at the local or regional scale is available. The Puget Sound counties
have made tremendous progress in plan development and the beginning stages of
implementation. They have worked to write the plans, upgrade their county codes, improve and
merge databases, transfer records from paper to electronic files, answer the increasing number of
inquiries from the public, develop educational materials including homeowner incentives, engage
and educate homeowners, develop O&M providers certification regulations, manage the O&M
provider’s certification programs, and incorporate tasks related to OSS management programs.
They all have invested large amounts of time explaining the new requirements to the public. The
time-intensive work related to tracking down unknown and failing systems, upgrading or
repairing OSS as needed, and assuring on-going O&M for OSS is just beginning.
For all counties, the number of new O&M reports arriving each month increases. The reports
help identify unknown systems and demonstrate that O&M activities are managed within the
MRAs and sensitive areas. They also give the counties the opportunity to work with
homeowners to fix failing systems. For example, the number of O&M inspections that have
been completed and reported for the first time in Skagit County since 2000 is shown in Graph 1.
Since 2005, when Chapter 246-272A WAC was adopted, and 2006, when the Legislature passed
3SHB 1458, the increase in annual OSS O&M inspections is dramatic.
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Graph 1 Number of New O&M Inspections in Skagit County
The large number of reports is a challenge for counties that do not have on-line data entry
systems available. Counties do not have enough staff to enter the reports into their databases.
One of the challenges is that the person entering data is often the person answering phone calls.
More homeowners are calling with questions about their systems than ever before. Typically,
there is not enough time for both data entry and answering calls. The counties that make OSS
data available on their Web sites find they spend much less time on phone calls.
Homeowner education is extremely time- and resource- intensive. Currently, each county
develops and provides this independently. As Andy Brastad from Clallam County states in the
letter he wrote on behalf of the Puget Sound county environmental health directors to the Puget
Sound Partnership (Appendix B),
“Educating the public about onsite septic maintenance was listed as a
priority in every Action Area’s initial strategy workshop. This is an
issue that is ripe for a regional approach. A region-wide, consistent,
persistent, technically correct, and plain English effort around
behavioral change and social marketing that focuses on onsite
sewage systems could have a dramatic impact.”
Resources from each county could be better spent investigating OSS rather than developing
educational materials.
Successful implementation depends on short-term state funding and consistent and sustainable
long-term funding. Graph 2 shows three different funding levels and the projected capacity of
the counties to implement their plans for each funding level. Based on cost estimates from the
12 local management plans, the counties will be able to fully implement their plans if the
requested additional funding of $4 million becomes available. If the funding for the 2009-2011
biennium remains the same as 2007-2009 ($839,500/year), they will continue to make program
improvements, and will find unknown and failing systems in only the highest-risk areas.
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Graph 2 Annual Funding Scenarios: Capacity for OSS Management
Thurston County incorporated a funding mechanism for the Henderson Watershed Protection
MRA. The OSS management program in that area will continue independent of state funding.
The county recognizes the need to expand the efforts into other areas. Without ongoing state
funding, expansion will not be possible. A substantial amount of time and effort was spent
working with the community residents and stakeholders to develop the program proposal used to
pay for the Henderson MRA. The final proposal included a recommendation that the program be
paid for with an annual charge placed on the property tax statement. The program and property
tax statement proposal were approved by the Thurston County Commission and Board of Health,
and went into effect in 2007. The funds collected from this program will pay for most ongoing
costs related only to the Henderson Watershed. Thurston County does not have a source of
funding for areas outside of the Henderson MRA.
Other counties struggle with unpredictable funding for water quality and shoreline investigations
for failing OSS. For example, Clallam, Skagit and Mason counties have limited funding
available from a variety of federal, state, and local sources for specific water quality
investigations. These current funding sources are temporary and do not support the complete
management efforts as outlined in the management plans.
Jefferson County shared the following regarding its efforts to create a local funding source:
“Jefferson County adopted a Clean Water District under RCW 90.72
for all of eastern Jefferson County to address issues that could
impact our nearshore water quality including the operation,
monitoring and maintenance of onsite sewage systems. The
proposed funding mechanism, $18.00/year/parcel fee did not obtain
adequate public support, even after a series of public meetings where
the comments received support the concept of O&M. The Jefferson
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Board of County Commissioners voted not to fund the plan prior to
its adoption.”
Kitsap County uses a Surface and Stormwater Management Program Fee to support its
comprehensive water quality program. Their Surface and Stormwater Management Program
affects properties in unincorporated Kitsap County. An overview of accomplishments of this
program can be viewed at SSMP 1995-2005 A Decade of Excellence.
The cities of Poulsbo, Bremerton and Bainbridge Island already charge stormwater fees. The
City of Port Orchard does not charge stormwater fees at this time. Those living within
incorporated cities are not billed by the county's program. The rate structure for the Surface and
Stormwater Management Program is based on impervious surface. Charges for the various
classes of land are as follows:
•
•

•
•

Undeveloped and forest land are not charged
A unit rate per single family residence is based on one Equivalent Service
Unit (ESU). The unit rate for one ESU is $ 5.19 per month or $67.30 per year
(new rate in effect Jan. 1, 2009) See additional information for rate increases
beginning in 2007
Multifamily residences (duplexes, triplexes and fourplexes) are charged the
number of dwelling units times the unit rate
Apartments, commercial, industrial and institutional uses are charged
according to the estimated or measured impervious surface area divided by the
square footage of one ESU, rounded to the nearest ESU but not less than one,
times the unit rate. One ESU = 4,200 square feet

Commercial property fee reduction is available for qualified measures (refer to section below)
The fees are incorporated into the annual tax billings and collected by the Kitsap County
Treasurer. Fees can be paid once annually, due by April 30 or in 50 percent increments (the first
payment due April 30 and the second due October 31).

Section E: Barriers to Implementing the On-site Strategy
Many Homeowners do not Understand the Importance of Maintaining their OSS
The department’s rule advisory committee and county environmental health directors
recommended the state rules hold the homeowners responsible for ensuring their OSS are
maintained. WAC 246-272A-270 gives responsibility to the OSS owners for properly operating,
monitoring and maintaining their systems to minimize the risk of failure. To accomplish this,
owners of systems that use a septic tank and gravity-fed dispersal need to inspect their OSS at
least once every three years and owners of advanced systems at least once annually.
The rules give counties the flexibility to focus their O&M programs on tasks such as
investigating OSS in high-risk areas, educating homeowners, data management and defining
management tools. Counties outside of the Puget Sound region are given flexibility for when to
incorporate OSS management programs into their OSS programs.
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The Puget Sound counties use different strategies to inform homeowners of the O&M
requirements. Counties and citizens alike tell us that homeowners are concerned with the
expense of the O&M requirements and inconsistent use of enforcement. Some homeowners are
also concerned that the O&M regulations infringe on their private property rights. The lack of
consistent and instructive messaging used to teach people why proper O&M is important and
what the requirements are has created problems.
This problem is further complicated when counties interpret Chapter 246-272A WAC
differently, contributing to variability in local codes and enforcement options. Because of these
challenges, some counties are having trouble meeting the mandate to ensure all OSS in the MRA
have up to date O&M records on file at the county.
OSS Management Program Funding is Often Uncertain
Implementation of OSS management programs is resource-intensive. To provide enough staff,
counties need to know funding is available to support their programs. Their budgets are planned
at least six months prior to the state budget. To ensure full staffing availability, advance notice
of state funding is needed on the same timeline.
Long-term, Stable Funding Mechanisms Are Needed
Most counties do not have a long-term funding mechanism. Kitsap, King and Snohomish have
incorporated a local mechanism into their code. A barrier for these counties is the time delay
before revenue becomes available and not enough revenue to finance all the elements in the OSS
plan. The task of creating local funding mechanisms is significant for all counties because
people are generally not supportive of new local taxes or fees.
A related barrier has been experienced by King and Snohomish counties. They use a fee that is
applied during the transfer of title to generate revenue. During the recent downturn in the
economy, the number of homes sold has dropped significantly. Thus, the funds available for
O&M program management were less than anticipated.
Some counties have found ways to fund OSS investigations in narrowly defined sensitive areas.
Mason, Skagit and Thurston counties use federal, state, or local funds to conduct investigations
in small areas. The federal or state funds are typically in the form of grants. Local funding
sources can be up for review on a regular basis. Grants require extensive staffing resources to
complete applications with no guarantee that funds will be awarded. Skagit County’s Clean
Water Program funding, which will be brought to the Skagit County Board of Health for renewal
in December 2009, is an example. These fund sources are area specific and do not support ongoing comprehensive OSS management programs.
Kitsap County’s OSS management program gets results due largely to its coordinated approach
to planning, budgeting, priority setting and problem solving. Its funding resources are large
enough to support core elements of their OSS management program. However, they are not
sufficient to meet the OSS investigation requirements set out in 3SHB1458.

Puget Sound Local On-site Sewage Management Plans – A Report to the Legislature

21

Funding for Homeowners to Repair Failing OSS Is Needed
Financial assistance to pay for the repair of failing systems is limited by geographic, income, age
and other criteria. In addition, county resources used to implement homeowner grant and loan
programs can be time-intensive and restricted by liabilities that counties might assume, covering
loan defaults for example. Public and private partners need to continue to explore options, and to
develop regional or possibly statewide homeowner grant and loan programs. These programs
provide a necessary tool to address pollution from failing OSS.
Technical Support and Guidance Is an On-going Need
Managing OSS programs in counties that are heavily populated and have large sensitive areas
requires a great deal of knowledge to ensure on-site sewage systems achieve effective long-term
sewage treatment and effluent dispersal. Technical support and guidance are needed to support
local OSS programs.
Setting priorities for staffing efforts based on risk of OSS pollution is a challenge for the
counties. Guidance is needed to determine which problem systems should be addressed first.
For example, some counties have difficulty setting priorities for the risk associated with systems
installed without a permit or review. These systems may not show signs of sewage on the
ground compared to systems that were permitted but appear to be in soil and site conditions that
do not provide proper treatment of the effluent.
Another example of technical support needed at the county level is demonstrated by the lack of
expertise available to evaluate cumulative effects from OSS on ground and surface water, and to
determine when nitrogen reduction technology should be required in OSS permits. To provide
an additional tool for counties to use, the department should develop the guidance specified in
WAC 246-272A-0320 (3) (Method II), an alternate approach for determining the minimum lot
size or land area needed to use an OSS.
Certification or Licensing of O&M Professionals and Homeowners Is Challenging
Counties report that developing their own rules and methods for certification of O&M service
providers allows them to have better control of the quality of work completed by the
professionals. However, it can result in a variation of expectations and services provided to
homeowners from county to county. In addition to variations between counties, there are
concerns with the costs related to administering local certification programs.
Another challenge is the option of certifying homeowners to inspect their OSS. Homeowners are
asking for the option and counties are working hard to include homeowner training programs.
The problem is homeowner training programs require more resources than most counties have.
They are working hard to find a method to fill the demand from the public, given their limited
budgets.
The issues related to certification or licensing of O&M professionals is compounded by
legislation that requires rule development for regulating large on-site sewage systems (LOSS)
and Ecology’s water reuse permits. The LOSS rule development committee is addressing O&M
certification requirements and Ecology’s reclaimed water rule development committee is also
addressing O&M certification requirements. In 2006, the Legislature directed the department to

22

Puget Sound Local On-site Sewage Management Plans – A Report to the Legislature

convene a workgroup and draft a report for the Legislature that outlines recommendations for
O&M certification or licensing. The department will complete the report after the LOSS and
reclaimed water rules are made final. The report will summarize recommendations for O&M
certification as well as the newly implemented rules for O&M certification requirements for
LOSS and reclaimed water facilities.
Limited Flexibility and Uncertainty Exists Related to Managing OSS in Proximity to
Urban Growth Areas
Wastewater options are limited by land use designations established by local governments under
the Growth Management Act (GMA), Chapter 36.70A RCW. The GMA specifies urban services
(typically sewers) are needed inside urban growth areas and rural services (typically OSS) should
be used in rural areas. These designations often limit the use of integrated wastewater
management approaches aimed at minimizing cost and maximizing environmental benefits. The
challenge for many counties is the need to address environmental problems affordably and
within the relatively narrow definitions of the GMA.
Infrastructure planning should be integrated with comprehensive land use planning. However, in
some situations, the line between urban and rural areas and the definition of urban and rural
services is viewed as a barrier to using the preferred wastewater management option. Public
utility districts and other management entities could be used as a tool to ensure good oversight of
OSS in or near urban growth areas. For that to become a useful tool, challenges related to
managing privately owned systems will need to be addressed.
Timely OSS system repairs can be difficult where a sewer is proposed but not yet approved. The
main barrier for the counties is the time it takes to update the comprehensive plan. A related
challenge occurs when a sewer is proposed or approved for a neighborhood. Homeowners are
hesitant to spend $10,000 or more to repair their OSS when the additional cost of hooking up to
sewer line may be well above $20,000. Thurston County reports the cost for sewer hook-up in
one neighborhood in its urban area above $30,000 per lot. Unfortunately, there are cases when
failures exist for long periods of time while the neighborhood waits for the sewer line to be
available, or in the worst cases, decided against.
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Section F: Recommendations that Assist Counties in Implementing Their
Plans
1. Education and outreach programs across the region should be expanded using a variety of
means to provide instructive and consistent messages. This can be accomplished by
coordinating efforts across Puget Sound counties to share materials and avoid
duplication.
2. The department should continue to work with local governments to establish dedicated
sources of funding at local or regional scales to support comprehensive OSS management
programs. The Legislature should continue to provide funding until local or regional
funds become available.
3. The department together with the environmental health directors should work with
Ecology, ShoreBank Enterprise Cascadia, the counties and others to increase availability
of grants and loans for homeowners to repair or replace failing OSS.
4. The department should continue to work with the counties to share advice and offer
technical assistance on risk management approaches and practices. This includes
developing guidelines for the application of Method II, an alternate approach for
determining the minimum lot size or land area needed to use an OSS, and completing the
report to the Legislature on O&M certification recommendations.
5. The department should continue work with CTED, Ecology, local governments and
others to support planning efforts related to integrated wastewater approaches in and near
urban growth areas to maximize environmental protection and minimize cost.
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APPENDIX A
3SHB 1458
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