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So what’s the problem?

Henderson Inlet and its tributaries might look
pristine to the naked eye, but their waters are
contaminated with fecal bacteria. A bacterial
DNA study completed in January 2002 found that
human waste is contributing to the problem.

Fecal pollution has already taken its toll on the
quality of water in the Inlet: at the time this
publication went to press, the state Department
of Health had prohibited, or conditionally
closed*, shellfish harvesting on some 480 acres
in Henderson Inlet because of unacceptably high
levels of fecal bacteria.

The state Department of Ecology has placed
Henderson Inlet and four of its tributaries —
including Woodland and Woodard creeks — on the
list of "impaired" water bodies of Washington
State. The Department of Ecology is required to
prepare and submit the list to the U.S. Environ-
mental Protection Agency to help the agency
determine which communities must enact cleanup
plans.

* One-half inch of rain closes commercial shellfish
harvesting for five days in Henderson Inlet.

What evidence proves the fecal
bacteria comes from humans?

In 2002, Thurston County staff took samples of
surface water, sediment and shellfish from
designated areas within Henderson Inlet. A total
of 600 samples were then shipped off to a
University of Washington lab to be analyzed and
processed for DNA typing. The study found that
human waste is contributing to the pollution in
Henderson Watershed streams and marine water.
Human fecal sources were identified in eight out
of 14 sampling events.
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Doesn’t animal waste also pollute?

Yes, the DNA study also found that a variety of
animals contribute to the fecal contamination in
Henderson Inlet. These include pets, birds and
wild animals. Efforts are underway to curb some
of these sources of pollution. For example,
Thurston County has launched a program to
encourage people to properly dispose of pet
wastes.

Why should | care?

Water is a treasure for Thurston County and one
of the reasons our region is such a desirable
place to live. How we choose to protect the
streams and inlet within the Henderson Inlet
Watershed affects our community and the
environment, now and in the future.

The proposal offers a way to help clean up
Henderson Inlet for the health of our environment
and the community.

Who drafted this proposal?

The proposal was written by a septic system
advisory committee. Its members represent
watershed residents, the real estate community,
the shellfish industry, master builders, and the
on-site sewage profession. The committee also
includes representatives of the state Department
of Health, the Henderson Inlet Shellfish Protec-
tion District Stakeholders Group, the cities of
Lacey and Olympia, and the Water Resource
Inventory Area 13 Planning Committee.

Is this plan a “done deal”?

No, the proposal is still in draft form. Thurston

County wants to hear more from residents before
proceeding. Attend the Nov. 18 meeting or visit
www.co.thurston.wa.us/shellfish for information.

A final version of the proposal will be brought to
the Thurston County Board of Health, which will
consider the plan no sooner than the first quarter
of 2005. The Board of Health must issue a public
notice and schedule a public hearing before
changing any county regulations.

All septic systems in Henderson
Inlet would be certified

The proposal would require all septic system
owners in Henderson Inlet to have a current
septic system operational certificate from
Thurston County. To obtain the certificate,
the owner would have the septic system
inspected to determine whether the system is
working properly and if it needs to be
pumped. The type, and frequency, of inspec-
tion would vary, depending on whether the
system is more or less likely to cause water
pollution.
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Operational certificates are already required
for about 4,000 septic systems in Thurston
County, namely: complex on-site systems,
community systems, experimental systems,
ATUs (aerobic treatment units) and food
establishments. Washington State law
requires all counties to have some form of
operation and maintenance program for
septic systems; however, counties have a
great deal of latitude in determining what
those programs will require.

Maintenance requirements would
depend on site conditions and
the type of system

Thurston County would review the features of
each septic system — such as the type of
system, the soils surrounding the drainfield,
and the proximity to shorelines — to deter-
mine certificate requirements. The features
would be tallied on a point scale; the lower
the points, the simpler the requirements for
certification.

The point system was designed to recognize
that while all septic system owners share a
common responsibility to protect Henderson
Inlet, some systems are more at risk of
causing pollution than others.

To view the point-based scale, see the

advisory committee report in the *“quick
links” area of www.co.thurston.wa.us/

shellfish.

Certificate requirements

Key featues of the Septic System Operation and Maintenance Proposal

To obtain an operational certificate, all septic system owners would follow these steps: (Most operational

certificates would last for three years.)

é Either pump the septic tank or have it measured to determine if pumping is necessary.

é Conduct a walkover inspection of the drainfield area.

é If the system has a pump chamber, check to determine if pumping is necessary. Inspect the pump and other

components as required.

é Send the information and fees to Thurston County.

The advisory committee proposal calls for certified professionals to do the inspection work; however, the proposal
includes an option to have homeowners trained, and certified, to do the job themselves.

For lower-risk systems: Most inland, single-
family homes with traditional gravity or pressure
distribution systems would fall into the low end of
the point scale and therefore be considered
lower-risk systems. These systems would undergo
the above procedures only — every three years.
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A typical septic system inspection involves:

Vv Locating the system.

v Uncovering septic tank lids.

Vv Flushing the toilets.

Vv Checking for signs of backup.

v Measuring scum and sludge layers in the
septic tank.

Vv Identifying any leaks.

Vv Inspecting mechanical components.

Vv Pumping the tank, if necessary.

For higher-risk systems: This category might
include systems such as: those located on
shorelines or waterfront property, or on property
with clay, hardpan, or wet soils. It might also
include septic systems that are located next to
drainages (ditches, stormwater pipes, french
drains, etc.). These higher-risk systems would
undergo the above tasks every one to three
years. However, every sixth year, the systems
would also be dye tested either by Thurston
County, or if the owner prefers, a private
contractor. In either case, Thurston County would
use revenue generated under the operation and
maintenance program to pay for the dye tracing
so the septic system owner would not face
additional out-of-pocket expenses for the tests.
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What's a dye test? | ¢Futia?
Dye testing '
involves placing a
nontoxic tracer dye
in a toilet, flushing
the dye into the
system, and placing
a charcoal packet e — T
downhill to collect e wr N
any dye that is Tt
leaking with sewage 'y :
from the system.
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Fees

Under the proposal, all septic system owners
would pay the current $25 renewal fee for an
operational certificate. (For most septic
system owners, this certificate would last
three years before it had to be renewed.)

The proposal also calls for septic system
owners in the Henderson Inlet Watershed to
pay an annual fee that would appear on
property tax statements:

Lower-risk systems:  $16 to $22 per year.
Higher-risk systems: $60 per year.
Community systems: $160 per year. \V/
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Four months to comply .&ﬂ

The proposal would give septic system
homeowners four months to comply with the
requirements of the operation and mainte-
nance program. The schedule would be as
follows:

> 60 days before certificate expires: renewal
notice sent to homeowner.

> Certificate renewal due date arrives.

> 30 days after expiration: first warning
letter sent.

> 60 days after expiration: notice of violation
sent.

Accountability measures included
in the proposal

The advisory committee’s goal is to make sure
any operation and maintenance program
adopted for Henderson Inlet remains flexible,
accountable, and open to public scrutiny. The
proposal calls for:

é A thorough evaluation of the program after
five years.

é The expiration of the program in 10 years
unless the Thurston County Board of
Health votes to continue it.

é An annual report to be published and
made available to Henderson Inlet
residents.




