WASTEWATER TREATMENT OPERATING
ANALYST: MIKE REED

	
	
	Expenditures
	
	Revenues
	
	FTEs
	
	TLTs

	2021-2022 Revised Budget
	
	$352,317,595
	
	$1,082,455,282
	
	699.0
	
	1.0

	2023-2024 Base Budget Adjust.
	
	$12,525,184
	
	$16,229,026
	
	0.0
	
	(1.0)

	2023-2024 Decision Packages
	
	$18,114,652
	
	$146,055,019
	
	96.0 
	
	5.0 

	2023-2024 Proposed Budget
	
	$382,958,000
	
	$1,244,740,000
	
	795.0
	
	5.0

	% Change from prior biennium
	
	8.7%
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Dec. Pkg. as % of prior biennium
	
	5.1%
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Major Revenue Sources: Sewer Rate, Capacity Charge 

	Base Budget Assumptions: (1) 4.0% GWI for 2023; (2) 4.0% GWI for 2024;



DESCRIPTION
The Wastewater Treatment Division is responsible for collecting and treating wastewater from its designated service area, and for reclaiming wastewater, recycling solids, and generating energy. Wastewater Treatment Division expenditures are organized in three budgets, including the Wastewater Operating, Water Quality Construction and Wastewater Debt Service budgets. The operating budget includes both expenditures to operate the five wastewater treatment plants and 390 miles of conveyance pipeline, and rate revenues to support operating, capital, and  debt service needs. As such, revenues associated with the operating budget significantly exceed operating costs; the bulk of revenues have historically been transferred to the Water Quality Construction and Debt 
Service budgets, though for the 2023-2024 proposed budget, no transfer to the Water Quality Construction budget is proposed.

Operating programs are focused on the conveyance, treatment and recycling of wastewater and its treatment residuals. Wastewater is received from cities and sewer districts, who deliver it to county interceptor pipelines; generators include both households and business/industry. The West Point, South, and Brightwater treatment plants are considered regional treatment plants and receive and process the bulk of the region’s wastewater; the Carnation and Vashon plants address more limited and localized wastewater processing needs. Agency services also support resource recovery efforts, including biosolids recycling, reclaimed water utilization and distribution, and natural gas/biomethane processing and reuse. The agency’s Industrial Waste program issues permits, and conditions discharge of industrial waste into the sewer system, requiring pretreatment of discharges to minimize impacts on treatment facilities.





Primary revenue sources include the sewer rate, paid by all dischargers; and the capacity charge, assessed for new connections to the wastewater system. In June 2022 Council approved a rate increase of 5.75 percent for 2023; a similar rate request is projected for 2024. Sales of processing residuals such as biomethane, recycled water, and biosolids, as well as interest on revenue accounts, are other revenue sources.

SUMMARY OF PROPOSED BUDGET AND CHANGES

The proposed operating budget includes additional FTE support for operating units within a variety of units throughout the agency, with emphasis on support of the expanding capital program, asset management, preparation for regulations related to nutrient management, staffing new combined sewer overflow facilities, project mitigation, project planning, and similar functions required in the operation and maintenance of a large, complex utility.  

The proposed budget would add 96 FTEs, many related to support for the expanding capital program.  Key decision packages are summarized below.
· 31 FTE and $1,317,357 to support Project Planning and Delivery unit in the delivery of the growing capital program, with primary focus on asset management and regulatory and capacity improvement functions. 
· 6 FTE and $659,456 in Community Services to support growth in the capital program, increased workload in the planning, inspection, modeling, monitoring, and mapping work group, and Executive priorities related to Equity and Social Justice, Strategic Climate Action Plan, Clean Water/Healthy Habitat, and OneDNRP.
· 3 FTE and $731,847 to staff new Combined Sewer Overflow treatment and storage facilities.  Workload includes compliance monitoring and reporting, evaluation and optimization, and increased facilities maintenance.
· 2 FTE and $64,943 to support environmental planning for the capital improvement program in the Environmental Services Unit.  
· 2 FTE and $125,481 for the Mitigation and Monitoring Program to support expanding capital program and operational needs including managing and maintaining restoration sites, reviewing planting and mitigation plans, managing hazard trees on WTD properties, and supporting the Clean Water/Healthy Habitat Initiative.
· 3 FTE and $48,174 for the Environmental and Community Services Section to support required permitting functions.
· 2 electrical apprentice TLT’s, 2 instrumentation apprentice TLT’s and $1,182,316 to develop a training program for maintenance work preparing for career-service technician positions in support of succession planning. 





KEY ISSUES

ISSUE 1 – SIZE OF STAFF INCREASE

The Proposed Budget would add 96 FTEs to the existing 699 FTEs, for an increase of 13.73 percent in the size of the employee pool.  This represents a large increase, at a time when there is significant competition for quality skilled technical labor.  The size and timing of the increase may raise concerns about the depth of the recruitment pool; the balance between senior staff and new staff, with implications regarding the ability to allocate needed mentoring and training for new staff; the assignment of new staff to large, complex projects, with the associated opportunity for errors; the onboarding process; and the limited opportunity for large numbers of new staff to become oriented while many WTD staff are working from home.  Thirty-one of these new staff will be concentrated in Project Planning and Delivery functions, a critical performance responsibility for the success of the capital program.  This discussion is not intended to comment on the need for additional staff, but rather to note the human resource and operational complexity that would potentially face the agency if the Council were to approve a staff increase of this size and at this time.  

ISSUE 2 –  RECYCLED WATER WATER QUALITY PROGRAM MANAGER

The Proposed Budget would add a Recycled Water Quality Program Manager and expend $209,089 to “advance the use of recycled water.”

However, the Recycled Water Strategic Plan notes challenges facing that program.   “…Recycled water use is not as common in the Pacific Northwest as it is in water-limited areas of the United States, and there is currently not a strong demand for additional municipal water supplies.  This makes it hard to establish water supply partnerships with drinking water utilities and creates political and economic hurdles because many drinking water utilities perceive recycled water as a duplicative, competing water supply.”[footnoteRef:1] This raises the question of whether it is advisable to move towards program expansion until these issues are resolved. [1:  Recycled Water 2018-2037 Strategic Plan (kingcounty.gov) Pp 4] 


Staff analysis on this issue is ongoing.








