
Dear City Council Members,

As I said when I spoke at the Council meeting last Tuesday, I was completely surprised and, at the same

time, delighted to see the budget item for 2016 proposed by the City Manager for an Island Utility

Study. The agenda package for the item reads as follows: “A budget increase of $250,000 (General Fund,

one-time) provides funding for a comprehensive look at how best to provide utility services island wide,

including the City’s role in utility provision in the coming years. This work will build on policy and

information developed for recent utility plan work, and will serve as a framework for utility-related

decisions in coming years.” As I said in my remarks, I think this is a very good idea. Let me try to explain

why.

Water and sanitation infrastructure on the Island is managed by four primary entities: 1) The City

manages water service and wastewater treatment for roughly one-third of Island residents around

Winslow, 2) The KPUD manages water service delivery to much of the rest of the Island (although there

are several smaller water service providers and many private wells, as well), 3) Kitsap County Sewer

District #7 provides wastewater treatment for parts of South Bainbridge and 4) the Kitsap County Health

District regulates private wells and public water systems, issues permits for septic tank installations,

posts notices of health threats and investigates the sources of these threats. Island homes and

businesses outside of the service areas for the City and Sewer District #7 systems use septic tank and

drain field systems for on-site disposal of sewage effluent. While the City has recently implemented

sewer and water system general plans, these have been generally limited in scope to the one-third of

the Island for which the City provides water and sewer service. What about the rest of the Island?

An Island Utility Study could aid future water and sanitation planning in several ways: 1) Provide a

framework for cooperative planning by the main water and sanitation entities for the Island, 2)

Investigate potential solutions to water quality problems, 3) Develop a long-range plan for provision of

water and sewer service on the Island and 4) Serve as an aid in setting zoning requirements to minimize

water pollution.

The City cooperated with the USGS in 2011 to develop an Island-wide groundwater management model

and currently monitors the water quality of many Island streams as part of the storm water utility. This

work has provided a good basis for assessment of Island-wide water supply and quality problems. But

fragmentation of water and sanitation management responsibility has, in my view, hampered planning

for solution of problems that this work has identified. I have tried to make preliminary sense of some

Island-wide water and sanitation issues in a piece entitled “What’s up with Water on Bainbridge Island?”

on my professional website here: http://rsamstag.com/downloads-2/bainbridge-island-water-issues/. In

this piece I tried to provide a summary of the USGS water modeling study and to review some research

on the impact of septic tank and drain field systems on water quality.

Among other things, what I discuss in the piece on my website is that septic tank and drain field systems

are less effective than the City and Sewer District #7 wastewater treatment plants at disinfection and

significantly less effective in nitrogen removal. This is important because nitrogen is the limiting nutrient

for algal growth in salt water and subsequently a cause of the toxic algal blooms of which we have seen



more around Island beaches in the last few years. The recent State of the Island’s Waters report

(http://www.ci.bainbridge-isl.wa.us/554/2012-Island-Water-Report) found that fifteen out of sixteen

streams monitored by the City did not meet State requirements for fecal coliform organisms and that all

nine of the streams monitored for nutrients had high concentrations compared to other lowland

streams.

The entire western shoreline of the Island is currently closed to collection of all shellfish due to presence

of marine biotoxins (“All species means clams (including geoduck), oysters, mussels and other

invertebrates such as the moon snail.”) and the eastern shoreline from Point Monroe to Restoration

Point is closed for collection of butter and varnish clams

(https://fortress.wa.gov/doh/eh/portal/odw/si/BiotoxinBulletin.aspx ). The immediate causes of these

closures need to be investigated further. But we know that nitrogen discharges to Puget Sound are

causative of algal growth stimulation in salt water. Bainbridge Island is not the only culprit here. But it

seems quite likely to me that local septic tank and drain field discharges are contributing to this

problem.

As I discuss in my piece, I certainly don’t think that “sewering the Island” is an immediate need,

especially considering that treatment plants serving a million people on the other side of Puget Sound

currently discharge high concentrations of nitrogen. But I think we have a responsibility to do some

long-term and integrated planning for sustainable water and sanitation infrastructure on the Island.

Now might be a good time to start by funding the Island Utility Study.

Randal Samstag

Agate Pass Neighborhood


