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CLEAN WATER UTILITY

In Island County 75% of the watersheds tested for water quality have excessive levels of fecal coli-form. Nine of our beaches are closed to shellfish harvesting due to impaired water quality from nearby land. The recent increases in the amount of impervious surfaces due to development on our islands has led to water runoff issues that threaten our aquifers, private property and Puget Sound. Drilled wells are going dry in several communities and salt water intrusion threatens residents who depend upon island aquifers for this most fundamental resource.  Stormwater management needs across our county far exceed resources to replace aging infrastructure and beachfront communities struggle to manage runoff created by upland development. 

This week the Board of County Commissioners took action to begin to address these needs in our community. Specifically the Board approved a proposal to create a Clean Water Utility in unincorporated areas of the county. This utility will provide a comprehensive program at a lower cost than the $62.00 fee currently collected for just septic inspections. That fee will be eliminated. 

Included in the first year of the plan is the hiring of a hydrogeologist to advise the County on ground water issues. Also included is partial funding for Stormwater infrastructure projects, support for surface water quality monitoring required for critical areas, and the on-site septic program. In the second year, low-impact development policy will be added to guide future growth in Island County, as well as additional infrastructure funding. Watershed planning, salmon recovery and shellfish protection will also be supported by the new Utility. 

A base rate of about $25.00 per residential parcel will be charged during the first year, and just under $40 for every year thereafter. Commercial properties with more than 5000 square feet of impervious surface will be discounted 50% for the first three years of the utility to allow an opportunity for mitigation. There is a 25% discount for agricultural parcels. Fees collected by the utility are restricted in use and will only fund programs within its scope. 

County staff held three evening public informational meetings; one each on Camano Island, Coupeville and Freeland. The proposal culminated after years of research into water management concerns from the citizens Water Resource Advisory Committee, state and local agencies and County staff. 

