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SUBJECT:   

Review of the 2013 Report on King County’s Water Quality Monitoring Program prepared in response to a 2013 budget proviso regarding existing and potential water quality monitoring investments.

SUMMARY:

King County’s 2013 Budget, as adopted via Ordinance 17476, contains a proviso directing the Executive to submit a report by September 1, 2013 as a follow up to the 2012 comprehensive report on changes to the water quality monitoring program.  As specified in Ordinance 17476:

The report shall build upon the 2012 Report on King County’s Water Quality Monitoring Program by providing additional information, analysis and recommendations regarding current and proposed water quality monitoring activities as part of an overall strategic response to changing regulatory issues, public health concerns, liability  management issues, potential upland application of reclaimed water, emerging overlaps and synergy with stormwater National Pollution Discharge Elimination System permit requirements for water quality testing and monitoring and opportunities for coordination with cities, including cost-sharing.  

The council requested the report to provide further information as it enters budget deliberations for 2014.  The 2012 report provided the requested summary of the reasons for and cumulative changes to the water quality monitoring program, but had also contained recommendations for enhancements, restoration or additions of monitoring activities should funding be available.  The council has expressed interest in ensuring that current and potential monitoring activities are 1) not duplicative, 2) address emerging regulatory issues 3) assist in verifying pollution sources.  

BACKGROUND:

Wastewater Treatment Division (WTD) contributions to water quality monitoring were reduced between 2008 and 2011 as a costs savings measure resulting in reductions of monitoring activities primarily in lakes and streams around King County.   By 2011 some councilmembers. A 2012 budget proviso resulted in the 2012 Report on King County’s Water Quality Monitoring Program describing the program and the changes that had been implemented since 2009.  The 2012 report described that changing programmatic needs and a division-wide effort to reprioritize spending resulted in the monitoring program being reduced by about one-third from $5.6 million in 2008 to $3.7 million in 2011.  

The main objective in efforts to reduce costs while maintaining the integrity of the monitoring program  -- was to continue collecting the highest-priority information.  The priorities for the Water Quality Monitoring Program are to: 
•	Maintain essential monitoring support needed for regulatory compliance  
•	Maintain the ability to determine the current water quality status of Puget Sound, major lakes, and streams in King County
•	Maintain the ability to describe and track water quality changes over time
•	Maintain the ability to relate changes in conditions to land use or climate change where and when possible
•	Maintain the ability to examine how current conditions or trends may affect pollutant loading to Puget Sound
•	Maintain the ability to design and conduct focused water quality assessments that lead to recommendations for water quality and environmental improvements

Though not stipulated by the proviso, as a result of the review and report the Executive recommended and the Council approved the addition of $240,000 for water quality studies/monitoring related to Puget Sound and the regulatory environment for wastewater treatment beginning in 2013.  The new equipment and studies will look at the effects of nutrient loading from wastewater discharges by enhancing quantitative marine phytoplankton monitoring and conducting more extensive surveys of contaminants and their sources in the county’s waters. 

In addition, the Council also appropriated an additional $278,000 to restore certain monitoring activities that had been reduced between 2008 and 2011.  These included stream flow and temperature gauging activity; annual tissue chemistry monitoring in Lake Washington; and stream water quality monitoring at 20 stream sites that had been monitored prior to 2009.  These additional monitoring did not result in any reductions in existing water quality monitoring activities; the funding was identified through other capital and operational savings.  

ANALYSIS:

At the request of the Council via the 2013 budget proviso, the report submitted by the Executive provides separate sections describing emerging issues and additional information regarding monitoring activities as a part of an overall strategic response to:
· changing regulatory issues;
· public health concerns;
· liability management issues; 
· potential upland application of reclaimed water
· emerging overlaps and synergy with stormwater National Pollution Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) permit requirements for water quality testing and monitoring; and
· opportunities for coordination with cities, including cost-sharing.

Section 2 of the report describes the water quality monitoring activities of King County and differentiates them by funding source.  Complementary, but non-duplicative activities are funded by 1) the Water Quality Fund (funded by wastewater ratepayers in WTD’s service area), 2) King County’s Surface Water Management Fund (paid by landowners in unincorporated King County), 3) the King County Flood Control District (paid by landowners throughout King County), and 4) the Environmental Protection Agency.

Section 3 describes issues that my influence King County’s monitoring program in the future.  
Four issues or potential changes to regulations and permits were identified as potential drivers for the need for new or additional monitoring information in coming years.  There issues are:

1. Freshwater Sediment Management Standards – which will likely impact cleanup at contaminated sediment sites and permitting requirements for source discharge; 
2. Fish Consumption Rates Used in Human Health-Based Water Quality Standards – which could lead to additional monitoring with specialized laboratory quantification of toxic contaminants in surface water, sediment and tissues; 
3. Implementation of Total Maximum Daily Loads (TMDLs) and Incorporation into NPDES Permits – may force King County to implement increased stormwater or wastewater treatment technologies to meet the TMDL requirements.  Ensuring accurate and high quality information on the level of and associated ecological impacts of contaminants in surface waters and nitrogen in Puget Sound (including nitrogen from WTD’s effluent) – are important to establishing/minimizing King County’s responsibilities; and.
4. Combined Sewer Overflow (CSO) Control Plan and Consent Decree – including implementation of the CSO Water Quality Assessment and Monitoring Study.

Public health concerns drive the need for on-going and potentially additional monitoring regarding sewage treatment via on-site septic systems; sewage overflows and spills; combined sewer overflows, illicit discharges to surface waters or municipal stormwater systems; maintaining safe swimming in surface waters.

Liability issues are discussed with regard to sediment cleanup in various waterways, Elliott Bay and elsewhere.   A broader discussion regarding the role of ‘proactive’ monitoring to establish that King County activities (primarily from its wastewater operations) are NOT responsible for water pollution --  is not included in the report.  

As committee staff has noted before,  the general purpose of much of the water quality  monitoring is to measure and determine if any additional actions or activities need to be pursued, if the data shows that there is decrease in water quality (including depositions chemicals and metals in sediments that may affect the organisms, fish and people).   The monitoring of the water quality allows WTD to know whether any of its facilities and processes are having impacts.  But the monitoring also allows WTD to monitor ambient water quality to show that certain conditions exist in the absence of WTD facilities (for example the new study regarding emerging contaminants may show that these contaminants exist even where there are no WTD outfalls – and are coming from atmospheric depositions or stormwater).  

[bookmark: _GoBack]The concern regarding reductions in water quality monitoring is that some data collection may no longer be sufficient to track ambient water quality in areas where WTD does not have facilities.   The division is meeting regulatory standards for information it has to track.  It is not necessarily collecting information to help protect it from inquiries/accusations in the future that its water quality protections are adequate.  


Monitoring activities related to potential upland application of reclaimed water are briefly described. 

The recently reissued stormwater NPEDES permit will establish a Puget Sound-wide regionally coordinated monitoring program across jurisdictions located in watersheds that drain to Puget Sound.  Permittees will pay a pro-rated population-based amount into a fund that will be managed by Ecology with oversight of the monitoring provided by reports to the Stormwater Work Group comprised of representatives from local jurisdictions, state agencies, federal agencies, environmental groups, business, and agriculture.	

Other emerging issues that may drive monitoring activities or the program structure in the future may include addressing stormwater retrofit needs, floodplain management and recovery of Puget Sound.   King County’s adopted Strategic Climate Action Plan also calls for the water quality monitoring program to measure and sufficiently track rainfall stream and river flows, and surface water temperatures as key indicators.  There may be other future needs related to climate change related issues such as monitoring ocean acidification.

Finally, amongst the emerging issues is the monitoring of pharmaceuticals, personal care products and other emerging contaminants of concern.  These contaminants are not routinely tested in water or sediments but researchers have found these chemicals in surface waters worldwide and some have noted effects to aquatic organisms.  In 2013, testing of toxic chemicals was expanded in King County’s program to include chemicals that accumulated in fish tissue in Lake Washington and include investigations into the sources of a variety of toxic chemicals.

Section 4 summarizes opportunities for coordination and cost-sharing of water quality monitoring.  It describes the activities of cities, state and federal agencies in King County waters.

Attached at the end of the report, as requested by the proviso and Council staff, is an updated list of potential monitoring activities (should funds be made available) – that includes a some more background information, a description of how the monitoring activity would benefit King County residents, what existing or new need/requirement the monitoring is responsive to.  The annual cost estimate for the activity is also updated.   

ATTACHMENTS:

1.  2013 Report on King County’s Water Quality Monitoring Program, dated July 18, 2013
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