
Members of the City Council,

I am contacting you with regard to an item in your Council packet for this evening’s meeting regarding

the Utility Advisory Committee (UAC)’s recommendations regarding funding of City Utilities. I want to

address one recommendation in particular: that the City should transfer 50 percent of the funding for

the City’s Water Quality and Flow Monitoring Program (WQFMP) from the Surface and Storm Water

Management (SSWM) utility to the general fund and 10 percent to the water utility. I think this would be

a very bad idea. Let me tell you why.

The WQFMP budget within the SSWM utility is approximately $150,000 and provides primary funding

for one very valuable City employee, a water resources geologist who has provided expert leadership for

development of programs not only for water quality and flow monitoring of city streams and water

quality monitoring of near-shore beach environments, but has led the City’s participation in the USGS

ground water study, led the current joint program with City school children and many other partners

studying the ecology of Murden Creek, and provided a resource for the City in liaison with other utilities

dedicated to environmental awareness and protection. The WQFMP program that she has developed

has leveraged the contributions of 15 volunteers whose work would otherwise have needed to be

funded with full benefits by the City. I have been one of those volunteers.

The benefits of this program are presented on a page on the City web site:

http://www.bainbridgewa.gov/693/WQFMP-Benefits. I would emphasize just one of these benefits; the

State of the Island’s Waters report, which was prepared by this City employee with support by City

volunteers. If provided by a consultant, this report alone would have cost much more than the annual

cost of the entire program. This is the report, about which I have spoken before, that found that 15 out

of 16 streams on the Island did not meet State requirements for fecal coliform organisms and that all

nine of the streams monitored for nutrients had high levels. The staff member who prepared the

original report and is leading this program is now engaged in an update to the State of the Island’s

Waters report reflecting the current results of this program and the efforts of City volunteers.

The appropriateness of funding the WQFMP within the SSWM utility has been questioned for years. In

response to this persistent refrain, it seems, the City Attorney was asked by the UAC to address whether

it was appropriate to fund this program within the SSWM utility. Her answer was resoundingly in the

affirmative. She wrote in a memo to you and to the UAC on May 14, 2015 that “. . . this memorandum

addresses two specific categories of expenditures of storm and surface water management ("SSWM")

funds that have been called into question: (1) payments made to the Kitsap Conservation District under

an Interlocal Agreement with the City; and (2) expenditures for water-quality testing of the " receiving

waters" beyond the outfall of the City's sewer infrastructure. As further analyzed below, both categories

of expenditures are appropriate uses of SSWM funds and, indeed, are expressly allowed by applicable

law.”

If this program leverages important citizen support by volunteers and provides important benefits to all

of us who are ratepayers for the SSWM utility and its funding is “expressly allowed by applicable law”



within that utility, why has the UAC recommended transfer of 60% of the funding for this program out of

the SSWM budget? To be truthful, I am at a loss as to see why they would make this recommendation.

The UAC recommendation says that, “The committee supports the program, but believes that the

general public, and not just the SSWM utility also benefits from this program.” But it is a pretty general

public that currently pays for this program now, since all property owners on the Island are rate payers

into the storm water utility, unlike the City water and sewer utilities, which serve only a limited number

of us.

It seems that the committee was looking to solve what they consider to be a future budget shortfall. The

City has identified a potential shortfall in funding future capital projects within the utility and has been

using reserve funds to meet current needs. The UAC recommendation says that “2014 end-of-year

reserves for SSWM was (sic) $1,136,000” and that “required” reserves are $725,000. The UAC says that

“there are insufficient reserves to continue this deficit situation past 2016.” But the difference between

the 2014 reserves and the recommended reserve amount is $411,000. Since the UAC identifies the

“deficit” as $125,000 per year, it seems that it would take over three years to get the reserves down to

their recommended minimum. That would seem to allow plenty of time to consider budget needs in a

thoughtful manner without defunding the WQFMP in the short term.

One matter that the UAC decided not to address was a future change in the utility rate. The Public

Works Director had shown results of a personal survey of other utilities that showed that COBI was

“right in the middle” in terms of rate amount when compared on a per ERU (equivalent residential unit)

basis. But what about comparing utility rates on a per acre basis? My guess would be that if COBI SSWM

rates were compared on this basis, they would be seen to be substantially lower than peer utilities.

So I would urge you to resist the temptation to defund the very important WQFMP from the SSWM

utility. It is uniquely valuable, leverages important citizen volunteer support and your City Attorney says

that it is appropriately funded by the SSWM program. There would seem to be no reason to make this

change in funding this valuable program now or in the future. I urge you to ignore this portion of the

UAC’s recent recommendation.

Sincerely,

Randal W. Samstag

Civil and Sanitary Engineer

Agate Loop Neighborhood


