Public Health|:

Seattle & King County

Vashon-Maury Island Marine Recovery Area (MRA): Q&A
from Community Meetings

This document provides answers to questions asked during community meetings for the Vashon-Maury
Island MRA expansion. For more information, go to kingcounty.gov/MRA.
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MRA Expansion Proposal

1. Why was the MRA created?

In 2006, state law required Puget Sound counties (including King County) to designate MRAs where
shellfish growing areas are closed due to bacterial pollution from septic systems, if closure is likely, or
where bacteria or nitrogen are seriously affecting water quality. The MRA in King County was
established because parts of Vashon-Maury Island were closed for commercial and recreational shellfish
harvesting.

2. Why expand the MRA?

Public Health is proposing to update the Vashon-Maury MRA based on new data from the Washington
State Department of Health (DOH), tribal treaty rights, and state law requirements to protect water
from failing septic systems.

DOH’s most recent shellfish surveys found that effective septic management is needed to upgrade VMI
shellfish growing areas along Colvos Passage from “Prohibited” to “Approved.” Further, more
information about septic system status is needed on other VMI shoreline properties to classify
additional VMI shellfish growing areas that are currently “Unclassified.” Washington State law requires
that each county identify steps to manage pollution from septic systems, particularly in high-risk areas
like shellfish growing areas, in local management plans. King County’s Local Management Plan notes
that MRAs should be updated based on available data.

The current VMI MRA has been shown to be a very successful model in working with shoreline property
owners to maintain septic systems and lead to water quality improvements. Including all VMI shoreline
properties in the MRA is a clear and equal designation of highest-risk septic systems (if a shoreline septic
system has problems, it’s very likely the sewage will get into the water).


http://kingcounty.gov/MRA

As such, Public Health is proposing to expand the MRA to all VMI shoreline properties to protect water
quality, ensure tribal treaty rights, and meet state requirements. Expanding the MRA will also help
protect shoreline property investments and keep beaches healthy for wading, kayaking, shellfish
harvest, and fishing.

3. Why include all shoreline properties in the MRA?

The goal of the MRA is to keep pollution from septic systems out of Puget Sound. If a septic system on
shoreline properties has problems, there is a high likelihood that the sewage will get onto the beach and
into the water. By including all shoreline properties, the MRA boundary is a clear and equal designation
of highest-risk septic systems.

4. How does this proposal meet state code requirements?

Chapter 70A.110 RCW (formerly Chapter 10.118A RCW), at RCW 70A.110.040(1), required the local
health officer to “propose a marine recovery area for those land areas where existing on-site sewage
disposal systems are a significant factor contributing to concerns associated with:

(a) Shellfish growing areas that have been threatened or downgraded by the department under
chapter 69.30 RCW; (b) Marine waters that are listed by the department of ecology under section 303(d)
of the federal clean water act (33 U.S.C. Sec. 1251 et seq.) for low-dissolved oxygen or fecal coliform; or
(c) Marine waters where nitrogen has been identified as a contaminant of concern by the local health
officer.”

The land area did not need to meet all three of these criteria to be eligible for marine recovery area
designation. The presence of any one or more of the three criteria was (and is) sufficient.

According to RCW 70A.110.040(4), “After July 1, 2007, the local health officer may designate additional
marine recovery areas meeting the criteria of this section, according to new information.”

This RCW lays the foundation for local health jurisdictions ensuring that septic system maintenance
protects shellfish harvest areas.

Additionally, WAC 246-272A-0015 required the local health officer to develop and update a local
management plan that specifies how the jurisdiction will:
* Identify and prioritize areas where OSS could pose increased public health risk, including but
not limited to the following areas:
* shellfish growing areas
* sole source aquifers as designated by the EPA
* frequently flooded areas
* sealevel rise areas where adequate horizontal separations (setbacks) may be impacted
* Identify operation, maintenance, and monitoring requirements commensurate with risks posed
by 0SS within the geographic areas identified
* Educate OSS owners, maintain records, and enforce those requirements

The proposal to include all Vashon-Maury Island shoreline properties in a Marine Recovery Area meets
the requirements of Chapter 246-272A WAC.


https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fapp.leg.wa.gov%2FRCW%2Fdefault.aspx%3Fcite%3D69.30&data=05%7C02%7Cmejackson%40kingcounty.gov%7C4c63a653b6e54f2e031908deecff3aa5%7Cbae5059a76f049d7999672dfe95d69c7%7C0%7C0%7C639208778130699483%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=mhYkhE%2FYTLL%2Bt%2BEHe4fPifJCEGI39hjN2JpG2opJpnA%3D&reserved=0

5. Is the MRA an effective way to manage septic systems?

Yes! By state law (WAC 246-272A-0270), homeowners are required to maintain their septic systems
every 1-3 years. An MRA designates high-risk areas where Public Health provides additional educational
support and enforcement to make sure septic systems work properly. Over 400 acres of Puget Sound
have been designated as clean because of septic system investments around Vashon-Maury Island in the
last ten years, in large part due to the MRA Program.

6. Are other MRAs in Puget Sound also expanding?
Local health jurisdictions across Puget Sound have adjusted and expanded their OSS management
approaches since MRAs were originally established in 2006-2008.
e In Skagit County, they originally determined that all OSS in the county should be part of an
MRA.
e In Thurston County, updates have been made to their Henderson and Nisqually Inlet Shellfish
Protection Districts.
e In Pierce County, new OSS maintenance enforcement started for the Key Peninsula in 2021.

7. Should all island properties be included in the MRA?

The proposed MRA boundaries were selected by the Vashon-Maury MRA Advisory Committee because
this approach was considered most effective to reduce the risk of failing septic systems or sewage
discharge into Puget Sound. The Committee considered other options, including all island properties and
all properties that drain to the shoreline instead of draining to streams.

While the MRA benefits everyone on the island, failing septic systems that are close to the shoreline are
most likely to directly discharge into Puget Sound and cause fecal pollution. Additionally, having a clear
boundary is helpful to understand why one property is included in the MRA and other are not.

8. Why not include any mainland shorelines?

MRA:s are specific to pollution coming from OSS. While watersheds along the I-5 corridor have many
pollution sources that impact Puget Sound water quality, OSS are not primary contributors to the
pollution. Other tools are used to address pollution in other parts of King County, such as the Poverty
Bay Shellfish Protection District.

9. Colvos Passage seems to have water quality issues. What about on the other side of

Colvos Passage? Do they have septic requirements?

Yes. Kitsap County has a very thorough shoreline evaluation and OSS maintenance program that is
effective for all OSS in the county. They routinely sample shoreline drainages and enforce OSS
inspections on a routine basis.

10. What is the project timeline?
You can find the project timeline at www.kingcounty.gov/MRA.



http://www.kingcounty.gov/picrebates?cite=246-272A-0270&pdf=true
http://www.kingcounty.gov/septic/loans
https://www.kingcounty.gov/MRA

Water Quality on Vashon-Maury Island

1. What pollution does King County measure to determine the water quality?

King County samples the freshwater flowing onto the shoreline from stormwater drains, creeks,
bulkhead seeps, and other flows to the shoreline. The samples are analyzed for the amount of fecal
coliform in water, which is a common measurement to indicate the level of pollution from fecal matter.
If fecal coliform detected at or over 200 colony forming units (cfu) per 100mL, this triggers additional
samples, analysis for human Bacteroidales (which indicates whether the source is humans or other
warm-blooded animals) and/or follow-up site visits to further identify the pollution source.

King County also references water quality information gathered by the Washington State Department of
Health, who also measures water quality at marine water quality stations, which are several feet off the
shoreline.

2. How do failing septic systems impact water quality along the shoreline?
Recent examples show how failing septic systems can cause a lot of fecal pollution on the shoreline.
Example #1 — Manzanita Beach

August, 2023 2024-2026: a new

>2,400 cfu/100mL septic system installed

Example #2 — Manzanita Beach
May, 2026:

March, 2026
Dye test confirmed that pollution is from

a failing septic system

130,000 cfu/100mL

Example #3 - Tahlequah
April, 2026:

Inspection with dye test confirmed sewage was flowing into beach

3. How does King County connect water sampling results with a specific septic system’s

performance?

When a sampling result shows high fecal bacteria, King County measures the water for human
Bacteroidales, which is a bacterium that only grows in the human gut. This helps differentiate between
pollution that is coming from septic systems versus other sources like pet waste or geese. If the
pollution is from a human source, King County then conducts a dye test. Dye is added to different septic
systems and then measured at the point of pollution. If dye shows up, it will reveal which septic system
is causing the problem. If there is no dye, additional evaluation is needed to determine where the
pollution is coming from.

4. Is water quality bad enough to warrant expanding the MRA?
Puget Sound water quality evaluations take three pieces of information into consideration:
1. Marine water quality, usually measured from a boat at stations several feet off the shoreline
2. Shoreline water quality, measured from the freshwater drainages on the shoreline
3. Risk of pollution, evaluated by collecting information about potential pollution sources,
including septic systems, hobby farms, marinas, wastewater treatment plant discharges, etc.



Washington State Department of Health’s most recent shellfish surveys found that marine water quality
(#1) generally meets standards. Shoreline water quality (#2) has some exceedances of standards, but
most drainages have good water quality.

However, the risk of pollution is high from aging shoreline development and septic systems that are not
managed (#3). They determined that better septic management is needed to upgrade VMI shellfish
growing areas along Colvos Passage from “Prohibited” to “Approved.”

Further, more information about septic system status is needed on other VMI shoreline properties to
classify additional VMI shellfish growing areas that are currently “Unclassified.” When looking at all
shoreline properties on the island, 45% of shoreline OSS (606) do not have inspection data to show if
they are properly treating sewage.

5. So, if the marine water quality results are ok, why are additional protections needed?
One of the three important considerations when considering how water quality protects public health is
the risk of pollution. We cannot measure water quality all the time. The most frequent measurements in
some areas are on a monthly basis, but other areas are not measured more than every 9-10 years. It is
important that the likelihood of septic systems polluting the water during those times that cannot be
measured is low. With no information about how over 600 septic systems on the shoreline are
functioning, the likelihood of pollution from these septic systems is high.

6. What’s special about protecting the shoreline?

Healthy shorelines benefit everyone on Vashon-Maury Island. Residents and visitors enjoy wading,
swimming, kayaking, and beachcombing. It is home to otters and gulls. Shellfish filter feeders
accumulate the pollution in their tissues. Preventing fecal pollution is important to keep people safe and
keep the Puget Sound ecosystem healthy.

7. Where can | find more information about the pollution studies that Public Health has

conducted?
The reports for these studies are available at the links below:
e Fecal Pollution Sources and Water Quality Sampling on Vashon-Maury Island, 2018-2020
e Fecal Pollution Sources and Water Quality Sampling in North Colvos Passage, 2020-2023
King County water samples are collected along shorelines where access was granted from the property
owner.



https://kingcounty.gov/-/media/51e1c8ad58dd43f69e37c9d6c4cbb0f6.ashx
https://kingcounty.gov/-/media/1107e0d5d9514fd0a391f3d1c9315ea6.ashx

MRA requirements

1. What do the MRA requirements mean for a homeowner?

Properties in the updated MRA will be required to have their septic system inspected by a certified
maintainer within 3 years of the expansion and continue to have inspections as frequently as
determined by the MRA development process (see more information below). Current state law (WAC
246-272A) requires homeowners to obtain an inspection by a maintenance service provider authorized
by the local health officer of all OSS and property to determine functionality (and) maintenance needs
(......). At least once every three years, unless more frequent inspections are specified by the local health
officer, for all OSS consisting solely of a sewage tank and gravity SSAS [subsurface soil absorption
system]; annually for all other OSS unless more frequent inspections are specified by the local health
officer. By making sure that septic systems are inspected, small problems can be fixed before they get
more expensive.

We are evaluating several options for inspection requirements to check septic systems along the
shoreline. We are looking for feedback on the below proposed options.

e Option 1: Keep current MRA inspection requirements. All septic systems in the MRA have to be
inspected annually by a certified maintainer. This costs about $435 per year (5400 for the
inspection cost, $35 for the reporting fee).

e Option 2: Change MRA inspection requirements based on risk to water quality. An inspection
by a certified maintainer would be required every three years for a permitted gravity system and
every year for other system types. Additionally, high- risk septic systems that are closer to the
water or close to the end of their expected lifespan would be evaluated in greater detail through
shoreline sampling and a possible dye test every 9 years. This would cost about $200 per year
for gravity septic systems and $585 per year for other septic systems ($185 reporting fee).

A process will be established for property owners to request exemption if it can be clearly established
that their septic system does not present a risk of direct discharge to the shoreline.

2. How do you define “shoreline” properties?
Properties that have any side adjacent to shoreline are defined as shoreline properties.

3. In option #2, what determines a “high-risk” septic system?

At this point, Public Health anticipates that the following criteria would be used to identify high-risk
septic systems: no permit, over 40 years old, horizontal distance from septic system to shoreline under
100 ft without additional treatment in septic system, or multiple issues in the past inspections.

Inspections for high-risk systems won’t be different from low-impact systems. It would be required to
get inspected more frequently so that all septic components are checked to ensure septic functioning
properly to treat wastewater.

4. Is an inspection for a high-risk system different than inspections for other septic

systems?
No, the operation and maintenance inspection performed by a certified maintainer would be the same
for all septic systems. The high-risk systems would also be evaluated every 9 years by taking water



quality samples. A Public Health inspector would perform this evaluation without an additional fee and
would conduct a follow-up dye test if additional information was necessary.

5. What does an MRA inspection involve that a regular inspection does not?

An initial MRA inspection will be more thorough to find information about the septic system if we don't
already know that information. The septic system will be located and a dye test completed to check
whether all plumbing is connected to the septic system, which makes sure there isn’t surfacing effluent
in the drainfield or shoreline. A stress test will also be conducted, which involves running water through
the system to see how it flows and if there are any issues. After this initial inspection, on-going routine
inspections focus on looking at each component of the system to ensure wastewater is treated properly
through the system — this is the same as a regular operation & maintenance inspection.

6. Do | need to have my record drawing if | am in the MRA?
No. If you do not have a record drawing or “as-built,” a maintainer will create a sketch of your septic
system during the initial MRA inspection.

7. How can my property be exempted from MRA requirements?
Public Health will review MRA requirement exemption applications submitted by owners after the initial
MRA inspection is completed. The criteria to be considered being exempt from the MRA requirements
include:

e Initial MRA inspection shows no deficiencies.

e Septic system has record drawing (“as-built”).

e Septic system is located in an area where impact to beach is unlikely (e.g., 100ft from the

shoreline).

8. Will Public Health send reminder letters when inspections are due?

Yes! Public Health will send reminder letters 2 months prior to the inspection due date. We will also
send a follow-up letter if there is no inspection on file after the due date. If you have any questions,
need to extend your deadline, or need support, Public Health is always available to help.

9. Will there be penalty if | don’t comply with the MRA requirement?

Septic system inspections are required by state law and homeowners are responsible to ensure their
septic system is functioning. Public Health prioritizes and starts all of our work with education and
providing resources, helping property owners voluntarily comply with this requirement in state code. If
compliance is not achieved, Public Health takes a risk-based approach to enforce these inspections in
the areas with the greatest public health impact. Public Health uses a progressive enforcement process.
The process includes at least 3 letters to inform and remind the property owner about getting the
system inspected, each of which allows time for homeowners to respond to Public Health with their
status of complying with the requirements. Public Health also shares information about financial and
technical assistance.

Our current progressive enforcement process follows the authorization outlined in King County Board of
Health Title 1. We always start with multiple contacts with the property owner (usually via letter or a
site visit) to make sure that they understand the requirement and have the resources they need to meet
it. If the property owner does not voluntarily comply after we have contacted them multiple times, we
will issue a notice of violation with a deadline for compliance; then a Notice and Order, which gives the
property owner official notice that they can incur fines if they do not comply; then a civil penalty can be



issued for $25/day. Our standard practice is to issue a 30-day civil penalty, which would be $750 for a
residential property. If the property comes into compliance, that fine is waived.



Septic System Maintenance

1. Why do | have to maintain my septic system?

Regular septic maintenance is required as the owner’s responsibility to “determine functionality,
maintenance needs, and compliance with this chapter and local rules, and any permits” (WAC 246-
272A). Just like getting your car checked, regular septic inspections are the most important and
proactive way to protect your investment. Small problems can be found and fixed, and we can stop
worrying about sudden expenses to repair major problems or replace systems.

2. How often is a septic required to be inspected?

The minimum frequency of getting a septic system inspected is defined in state codes (WAC 246-272A-
0270): every 3 years for gravity systems without a pump, and every year for all other system types
unless manufacturers require more frequent inspections.

3. | have never gotten my septic inspected before. What does it look like?
During the inspection, a septic system maintainer will find the distribution box, inspect the drainfield by
walking over it, look at fixtures and pipe conditions, and any signs of a failure. After, an inspection report

will be submitted, and homeowners can track their septic system performance in online reports.

4. Who pays for the inspections?

Homeowners are responsible for the maintenance fees. Public Health tries hard to get funding to
support homeowners to get their septic systems inspected. We have received funding to provide
inspection rebates over the last 6 years, and we will continue to apply for additional funding.

5. Would risers be helpful to install?

Yes! While risers do require an initial investment (about $100 per riser), they significantly reduce the
cost of further inspections because the tanks are accessible without digging. Gravity systems that don’t
currently have risers can be retrofitted with them. Contact a local septic maintainer to learn how this
can be done. The septic maintenance rebate also helps with riser installations:
www.kingcounty.gov/picrebates.

6. How can | reduce the cost of an inspection?

A “group inspection” where you and your neighbors have your systems inspected on the same day is a
great way to reduce costs. If you are working on scheduling a group inspection and need a bit more time
to coordinate this, just contact Public Health and we can extend your inspection deadline. Another great
way to reduce inspection costs is to install risers.

7. What are other ways to maintain my septic system?

Follow best practices to properly use your septic system! Spread out water usage by doing laundry and
dishes at different times, use harmless cleaning products, and use sink strainers to prevent clogging. You
can also get trained to self-check your permitted gravity system with no pump.

8. Will impervious soil in the drainfield impact the septic functionality?

If soil is compacted in the drainfield and wastewater cannot travel down through the soil to get treated,
this can be a limiting factor for wastewater treatment. Additionally, treatment in the drainfield relies on
bacteria that need oxygen to live, so impervious materials can kill those bacteria and cause premature
failures.


http://www.vashonteamseptic.org/?cite=246-272A-0270&pdf=true
http://www.vashonteamseptic.org/?cite=246-272A-0270&pdf=true
https://kingcounty.gov/en/dept/dph/health-safety/environmental-health/on-site-sewage-systems/maintaining-your-system/professionals-who-can-help
https://kingcounty.maps.arcgis.com/apps/instant/sidebar/index.html?appid=6c0bbaa4339c4ffab0c53cfe1f8d3d85
https://app.leg.wa.gov/WAC/default.aspx

9. Can tanks be pumped on the waterside when access from the road is prohibited?

We have seen many creative solutions for pumping tanks, including pumping from boats of from the
waterside. Public Health is looking into how we can support pumpers in having the tools and knowledge
necessary to pump tanks in these situations.

10. When is septic repair or replacement needed?

Septic systems don’t last forever. However, small problems can be found and fixed during regular
inspections, which can help the septic system last longer. When the septic system fails and sewage is
surfacing or backing up into the house, a replacement septic should be installed. Extensive remodels or
additions may also require a new or replacement septic system. This can be done by contacting a
licensed designer/professional engineer: www.kingcounty.gov/septic/professionals.

11. Why should | be proactive in septic maintenance instead of waiting for septic
problems to occur?
If we rely on water sample testing and only fix septic systems when problems occur, the fix is usually

more complicated and more expensive. For septic owners, a regular septic inspection costs about $400
while a replacement can cost $40,000 - $60,000.

12. What support is available for homeowners?

Homeowners can get technical and financial support directly from Public Health or from the Vashon
Community Team Septic (“Septic Sisters”). Technical support will be consistently provided through our
Septic Expert line (206-477-8177), Septic Sisters (www.vashonteamseptic.org), and local media.

If you are in need of financial assistance, visit www.kingcounty.gov/picrebates or
www.kingcounty.gov/septic/loans for septic repairs or replacement.



http://www.kingcounty.gov/septic/professionals
https://doh.wa.gov/community-and-environment/shellfish/growing-area-restoration/shellfish-protection-districts-library/organized-spd/kitsap-county-swm
http://www.kingcounty.gov/picrebates
http://www.kingcounty.gov/SepticRecords

Current MRA Performance

1. How has the existing MRA impacted shoreline water quality?

Existing MRA properties have consistently maintained their systems since 2011. Because of this, we
were able to see over 400 acres of water quality improved in the MRA areas and other areas where it
used to be “Prohibited” or “Unclassified” for commercial shellfish harvesting.

2. Where is the existing MRA?

You can find maps of the existing MRA areas at www.kingcouty.gov/MRA.

3. Are other sources of pollution regulated?

On Vashon-Maury Island, there are other sources of fecal pollution that we can help reduce, including
pet waste, wildlife waste, boat discharges, and RV discharges. Public Health regularly shares tips and
resources for properly disposing pet waste and preventing wildlife congregation by properly disposing
food waste. The Department of Local Services regulates RV usage, including improper discharges. Boat
discharges are a complex issue without clear regulatory authority, but King County is trying to find
effective ways to address them. We piloted a pump out program to increase accessibility to proper
waste disposal.

4. Should vacation homes in the MRA have the same maintenance requirements?

Yes. Vacation homes or seasonally-used homes in the MRA should be checked according to the
maintenance requirements. Septic systems function best when there is consistent flow of wastewater to
keep the bacteria in the septic tank in a consistent environment. If there is low usage, it may not need to
be pumped as often, but inspections are still important to make sure that the system is functioning

properly.


http://www.kingcouty.gov/MRA

Other Questions

1. Can Vashon-Maury Island explore the idea of sewer connection?

Vashon-Maury Island is a rural area where sewer connection is generally not available. The existing
sewer service was provided as an exception for the rural town and other limited areas where there was
a public health emergency. The wastewater treatment plant and sewer district also have limited
capacity. Long-term planning is necessary to consider what the broader wastewater treatment needs
are on the island and explore expanding sewer capacity.

2. What if my septic system is failing and it isn’t possible to install a new one on my
property?

On the Island, there are many properties with tricky topography where lots are narrow, have steep
slopes, and close to the shoreline. Public Health will always work with you to find a solution for your
septic system — we have never forced a property to become vacant. We also support communities in
doing feasibility studies for creative septic solutions, such as community septic systems.

3. Are composting or incinerator toilets acceptable? Could one use a greywater system
instead of a full septic system?

e Composting toilets are allowed as long as there is an on-site sewage/septic system (0SS) for the
kitchen and bath water (greywater), with up to a 50% smaller drainfield.

e The tank size can be smaller.

e The drainfield requires a 100% reserve area.

e Permits to build a composting toilet and OSS to treat greywater must be granted by Public
Health—Seattle and King County.

e For Airbnb or commercial property on 0SS, a composting toilet is not recommended because
the change of use may negatively impact the maintenance. Change of volume, type, or
frequency of use can make the odor stronger.

e The brand and model of a composting toilet must be included on the current Washington State
Department of Health List of Registered On-site Treatment and Distribution Products.

e The owner/operator of the on-site sewage system must notify the local health department
when the unit fails to function properly.

4. What about septic systems that are underwater at King Tides?

King County is completing a study on impacts of sea level rise and increased flooding on shoreline
properties. Public Health is collaborating closely with this group to better understand the impact of sea
level rise on septic systems.


https://doh.wa.gov/sites/default/files/2022-02/337-024.pdf
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