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King County has proposed a Water Quality Assessment related to its Combined Sewer Overflow [CSO] program and its associated Consent Decree requiring all CSOs to comply with the state standard of no more than one overflow per CSO per year by 2030.  The CSO program is stated to be over $700 million in 2010 dollars, and closer to $1 billion in today’s dollars – about half the cost of Brightwater.  This is important to Sound Cities Association (SCA) because these high costs will be borne by all wastewater ratepayers in the King County Wastewater service area even though CSOs only exist in about 40% of Seattle.  Combined sewers exist in the oldest part of Seattle, and also in portions of cities such as Tacoma, Everett, Bremerton, and a few others in Washington that date back to early development.  Combined sewer overflows are essentially 90% or more stormwater.  The overflows occur when the pipes and pumps are unable to handle the large combined volume of stormwater within which a very small amount of sanitary wastewater is mixed.  These large volumes also impact the wastewater treatment plant.  West Point accepts the combined stormwater and wastewater from the City of Seattle.  
As a region we all benefit from good water quality; however, prior scientific studies starting in 1998 have shown that the water quality benefits of King County’s CSO program could be negligible.  And some of King County’s uncontrolled CSOs already comply with the Federal CSO standard of no more than 4 system overflows per CSO per year.  
The Puget Sound Partnership, tasked with the cleanup of Puget Sound and its watersheds, has prioritized stormwater in their Action Agenda as the most significant contributor to poor water quality resulting in water quality standards not being met.  Yet funding for stormwater control and treatment is far short of the need.  CSO reduction does result in a small amount of stormwater being treated, but at very high cost.  The contrast of the need for stormwater controls and treatment compared to the investment in CSO reduction calls for a thorough analysis to determine the best investment to achieve water quality standards in Puget Sound and its watersheds within King County.  To do that, the proposed WTD Water Quality Assessment needs to be paired with a parallel cost benefit analysis conducted by King County and partners.  
If such studies demonstrate that a more integrated approach to achieve water quality standards results in less CSO investment and more stormwater investment, the County may pursue renegotiating the Consent Decree  to allow resources to be directed to where they will provide the greatest environmental benefit.  Another possible avenue for shifting funding to the highest priority could include recognizing King County Wastewater’s integrated and comprehensive role in water pollution abatement as envisioned by its original state authorization statute.  A third approach could include offsetting high wastewater rates for the proposed CSO program with increases in stormwater rates to raise funding for high priority stormwater treatment as an alternative.  Investigating funding methods and providing options could be a part of the cost benefit analysis study.  
It is recommended that the proposed King County Water Quality Assessment be paired with a cost benefit analysis to provide data and analyses on the best investments of $1 billion to achieve acceptable water quality standards by 2030.   


