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2026 Marine Recovery Area Update 
Public Health – Seattle & King County (Public Health) is working closely with Vashon-Maury Island (VMI) 
community representatives to comply with state requirements for Marine Recovery Areas (MRAs) that 
reduce the risk of underperforming septic systems impacting water quality on beaches.  

 

What is a Marine Recovery Area? 
An MRA is an area next to water where septic system maintenance is especially important to prevent 
pollution problems. Washington law required Puget Sound counties to designate MRAs when shellfish 
growing areas were closed due to bacterial pollution from septic systems, if closure was likely, or when 
bacteria or nitrogen were seriously affecting water quality.  

Why are MRAs important? 
Keeping the beaches clean is important for kids who want to splash in the water and families who go 
kayaking or crabbing. Maintaining shellfish harvest is important to respect tribal treaty rights as well as 
support recreational and commercial harvesting.  

How does the Vashon-Maury Island MRA work? 
The size of the VMI MRA and septic requirements 
within it were established through discussions with a 
VMI Work Group, the OSS Technical Advisory 
Committee, and Washington State Department of 
Health (DOH) in 2008. Since then, Public Health has 
worked with VMI property owners to ensure that septic 
systems are inspected on an annual basis and that 
failing septic systems are repaired or replaced with 
new ones.  

Inspection compliance has increased from 15% in 
2011 to consistently between 65-80% compliance. 
Due to these efforts, marine water quality has 
improved and over 400 acres of shellfish harvesting 
areas have been upgraded. With the improved water 
quality and shellfish growing beds, residents and 
visitors of the beach can enjoy recreational activities in 
a safe and clean marine environment. 

Why change the MRA? 
It’s important to continue protecting water quality so that everyone can enjoy Vashon beaches. An MRA 
update is needed based on new shellfish data from the Washington State Department of Health, tribal 
treaty rights, and state law requirements to protect water from failing septic systems. Effective septic 
management is necessary to ensure that septic systems are routinely inspected, and failures are 
addressed in a timely manner so that beaches and shellfish stay safe.  
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Septic system inspections increased 
to 70% compliance within 3 years 
after the first MRA was established
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What changes are being considered? 
• Expand MRA to include all shoreline properties, where pollution risk is highest. 
• Establish procedures to remove properties that no longer meet criteria for existing MRAs. 
• Adjust septic inspection requirements to reduce costs while improving understanding of septic 

system effectiveness to protect water quality. 
o Reduce inspection frequency for permitted gravity OSS from every year to every 3 years. 
o Add a Public Health evaluation of high-risk systems every 9 years. 
o Pilot a program for property owners to inspect their own permitted gravity septic systems. 

How will decisions about MRA updates be made? 
A Vashon-Maury Island MRA advisory committee has been created with representatives from various VMI 
neighborhoods, DOH, the Puyallup Tribe of Indians, the VMI Groundwater Protection Committee, and 
Vashon Community Team Septic. This committee will evaluate water quality and septic system data and 
discuss possible pathways forward. Community members can provide input during meetings to be 
hosted in summer 2026 and through a community survey. The committee’s final proposal will be reviewed 
by the King County On-site Sewage System Technical Advisory Committee prior to briefing the King 
County Board of Health, who will make the final decision about the MRA update by the end of 2026. 

I live on the shoreline – what does this mean for me? 
If the MRA is expanded, Public Health will work with shoreline 
property owners to have septic systems inspected within 
three years of the expansion. The inspection will help property 
owners know if their septic system will continue to work for a 
long time or if they need to start preparing for a replacement. 
Public Health will only require a septic replacement when 
sewage is on the ground or backing up into a house. It can 
take years to install a replacement septic system, and Public 
Health provides technical and financial assistance throughout 
the process. 

 

For more information, please contact Meagan Jackson, OSS Operation & Maintenance Program 
Supervisor at mejackson@kingcounty.gov or 206-263-0547. 
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