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SUBJECT

Briefing on the history of the regional wastewater system, an overview of system operations, and an introduction to the Regional Water Quality Committee. 

SUMMARY

King County owns, operates, maintains, and continues to develop a metropolitan sewage treatment and disposal system originally developed and operated by the Municipality of Metropolitan Seattle. The Wastewater Treatment Division provides sewage disposal service to 33 local governments (including the City of Seattle), one state park, one privately owned apartment complex, and one Indian Tribe. The Regional Wastewater Services Plan was adopted by the Council in 1999 and provides direction for the operation and development of the wastewater treatment system until 2030. The Regional Water Quality Committee (RWQC) is one of three regional committees formed by charter when voters approved the merger of Metro and King County. The role of RWQC is to review and recommend countywide policies and plans related to the water pollution control functions formerly provided by Metro.

BACKGROUND

History of the King County Regional Wastewater System. Below are some of the key milestone dates in the creation of the regional wastewater system. 

· In the 1950s, wastewater flowed into Lake Washington and Puget Sound and many rivers and smaller lakes without enough treatment, fouling water and local beaches. The City of Seattle and other cities and districts were responsible for their own wastewater treatment.
· In 1958 the voters created Metro (the Municipality of Metropolitan Seattle) and developed a regional wastewater treatment system based on watersheds as opposed to political boundaries.
· In 1959, Metro’s governing body, the Metropolitan Council, adopted a Comprehensive Water pollution Abatement Plan[footnoteRef:1] for the Seattle metropolitan area. [1:  Metro Resolution Number 43 was adopted on April 22, 1959, by the Municipality of Metropolitan Seattle. ] 

· In 1992, King County voters approved a ballot resolution to merge Metro and King County. On January 1, 1994, Metro joined King County as the Department of Metropolitan Services. 
· In January 1996, Metro's old Water Pollution Control Department, including the wastewater treatment function, became part of the county's new Department of Natural Resources. 

The basic legal authority under which the system was developed and continues to be operated is RCW Chapter 35.58, which was enacted in 1957 and enables and describes the powers of Metropolitan Municipal Corporations. When Metro and King County merged in 1994, the powers that were exercised by the Metro Council were vested in the King County Council. RCW Chapter 35.58 confers broad powers for the purpose of developing and operating the “metropolitan system.”

Local Sewage Disposal Contracts. In 1994, King County assumed authority of Metro and its legal obligation to treat wastewater for 31[footnoteRef:2] local jurisdictions and local sewer agencies that contract with King County. These “local sewer agencies” provide sewer service in most of western King County and a substantial portion of south Snohomish County.  Treatment and disposal of sewage collected by these local agencies is accomplished by the county pursuant to long-term agreements entered into in accordance with the broad powers of RCW Chapter 35.58.  Most of these agreements were entered into between the individual local governments and Metro in the 1960s and 70s.  The initial termination date of the agreements was 2016 but most were extended to 2036 in the late 1980s.  Nine will terminate on July 1, 2056.[footnoteRef:3] The agreements obligate King County to treat the sewage delivered to the county system and establish the basis of payment by the local agencies for this service. The basis of payment is uniform in all agreements, although the agreement with Seattle provides for an additional charge to help offset the costs of the county’s program for combined sewer overflow (CSO) control.  [2:  There are now 34 agencies contracting for services. Vashon Sewer District (1999), Carnation (2003), and Muckelshoot joined later. ]  [3:  Ordinance 15757 requires specified cities and special districts to continue to discharge sewage into the regional system until such time as construction and financing of the capital projects authorized by the RWSP are complete whether or not they have current contracts with the County for such services. ] 

Between 2014 and 2019, DNRP, in consultation with the Metropolitan Water Pollution Abatement Advisory Committee (MWPAAC) and a negotiation team consisting of staff from DNRP, four cities, and one sewer district, developed an initial draft new contract to address items of interest to the local sewer agencies and King County. To help ensure coordination between the contract update and related long-range wastewater planning work, it was decided that DNRP would complete the necessary staff work on three contract items concurrently with the Clean Water Plan process. Those items are guiding principles for industrial waste, the capacity charge calculation through 2030, and the capacity charge calculation after its current end date of 2030.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Transmittal letter for DNRP-Wastewater Semi-Annual Sewage Disposal Agreement Status Report-Ordinance 15805, Section 4] 


Regional Wastewater Services Plan and King County Code. It is the responsibility of the County (associated with its metropolitan powers) to prepare and implement a comprehensive water pollution abatement plan, including provisions for “waterborne pollutant removal, water quality improvement, sewage disposal, and stormwater drainage for the metropolitan area” pursuant to policies and plans recommended by the RWQC and adopted by the Metropolitan King County Council. In 1995, the King County Council in assuming the legislative powers of Metro, readopted Ordinances 11032 and 12074, the Metro resolutions that comprise the comprehensive water pollution abatement plan for King County.

In 1991 King County also began its own planning process to develop a long-range wastewater plan to amend the 1959 comprehensive water pollution abatement plan and to develop long-term plans for reducing combined sewer overflows and managing biosolids and water reuse.  These planning efforts were referred to as the Regional Wastewater Services Plan (RWSP). The RWSP was intended to provide the direction for the operation and further development of wastewater treatment services for the next 30 years.    In 1997, the King County Department of Natural Resources released the RWSP Draft Plan. Following a public engagement process, the Executive made his recommendation for a long-term wastewater plan in the 1998 Regional Wastewater Services Plan Executive’s Preferred Plan. 

Robinswood Agreement. In October 1998, the King County Executive and RWQC held a retreat to discuss financing the implementation of the RWSP. The “Robinswood” retreat resulted in guiding principles (See Attachment 1) for funding the RWSP, and the Committee agreed to final language on the financing plan at its November 1998 meeting. Some of the key principles of the Robinswood Agreement are as follows:

· The wastewater system is a regional system. “All for one and one for all from this day forward.” 
· The regional wastewater financing structure should reflect uniform regional rates for existing and new customers and achieve the principle of “growth pays for growth.”
· The RWQC will provide periodic, substantive review of RWSP implementation.
· Establish a uniform capacity charge within the service area to cover growth costs not captured by the monthly sewer rate for new customers. 

The principles of the Robinswood Agreement (Attachment 1) were largely incorporated in the RWSP.

In 1999 following review by the Regional Water Quality Committee and King County Council, the Council passed Ordinance 13680 adopting the Regional Wastewater Services Plan (RWSP) as a supplement to the comprehensive water pollution plan which had been enacted by Metro. The plan identified capital projects, including a new treatment facility to serve north King County and south Snohomish County. 

The RWSP is codified in King County Code Section 28.86.010 and 28.86.040 through 28.86.150 (Attachment 2).  The RWSP outlines programs and projects through 2023 to increase wastewater system capacity and function; gives guidance on recovering and recycling beneficial resources from the wastewater treatment process; and provides direction on protecting and monitoring water quality and meeting permit conditions.[footnoteRef:5] The policies in the RWSP cover the major program elements for wastewater services and are as follows: [5:  Regional Wastewater Services Plan 2017 Annual Report ] 

· Treatment plant policies (K.C.C. 28.86.050)
· Conveyance policies (K.C.C. 28.86.060)
· I/I (inflow/infiltration) policies (K.C.C. 28.86.070)
· Combined sewer overflow control policies (K.C.C. 28.86.080)
· Biosolids policies (K.C.C. 28.86.090)
· Water reuse policies (K.C.C. 28.86.100) 
· Wastewater services policies (K.C.C. 28.86
· Water quality protection policies (K.C.C. 28.86.120) 
· Wastewater planning policies (K.C.C. 28.86.130) 
· Environmental mitigation policies (K.C.C. 28.86.140) 
· Public involvement policies (K.C.C. 28.86.150) 
Ordinance 13680 also included financial policies (K.C.C. 28.86.160), and implementation policies (K.C.C. 28.86.180) that are not within the RWSP sections of the code. In December 1999, the Council adopted the RWSP Operational Master Plan. 

Since its adoption in 1999, the RWSP has been amended by ordinance. Table 1 shows the ordinances amending the RWSP by year. 

Table 1 
Amendments to the Regional Wastewater Services Plan

	Year
	Ordinance Number
	Topic

	2003
	14712
	Added odor control policies 

	2006
	15602
	RWSP Update

	2006
	15384
	Reporting Requirements in RWSP

	2008
	16033
	Conveyance system policies

	2013 
	15787 
	Combined sewer overflow policy updates 


 
Review of RWSP. K.C.C. 28.86.165 requires an annual report to summarize the major elements of the RWSP. WTD reports 2017 was the last year it completed the annual report in anticipation of the broader planning effort. 

The requirements for a comprehensive review of the RWSP were amended in 2006 by Ordinance 15384. K.C.C. 28.86.165.B.1and B.2) now requires the Executive to submit a comprehensive regional services plan review in June 2014 and subsequently every three to five years. The last comprehensive review was completed in June 2013 and detailed the work of WTD to implement the RWSP from 2007 to 2013. An additional review was not completed because systemwide planning was expected to result in a new plan that sets direction for WTD. This planning effort was paused in 2021. 

WTD re-launched the planning effort in 2024 to update the Regional Wastewater Services Plan. The Regional Water Quality Committee has been closely following the launch of the RWSP Update and adopted resolutions in support of the RWSP’s scope and charter. In early 2025, RWQC adopted resolutions[footnoteRef:6] in support of the scope and charter for the RWSP.  [6: Resolution RWQC2025-01 and Resolution RWQC2025-02] 


The 2026-2027 adopted budget included $7.4 million for the RWSP Update. PSB reports about half of the appropriation will be used for internal staff and half for consultants. Prior appropriations total $32.1 million. PSB reports the project has spent $19.6 million to date and anticipates spending $6.6 million in 2025 and an additional $13.1 million in 2026-2027 The total estimated cost at completion is estimated to be $51.4 million. 

Lastly, the RWSP operational plan that was adopted by the Council in December 1999 is also required by K.C.C 28.86.165.C.1 to be updated on a regular basis in conjunction with policy revisions to the RWSP. 

Current Wastewater System. The Wastewater Treatment Division has prepared the attached slides (Attachment 3) providing an overview of the current wastewater treatment system. 

Regional Water Quality Committee. The Regional Water Quality Committee (RWQC) is one of three regional committees formed[footnoteRef:7] by charter when voters approved the merger of Metro (transit and wastewater treatment services) and King County.  The role of the regional committees is to develop, propose, review, and recommend action on regional policies and plans for consideration by the County Council.  [7:  Ordinance 10530] 


King County Code 1.24.065.K states the following on the role of the regional committees. 

1. A regional committee shall focus on planning and policy setting in program areas where it has been determined that regional service or facility planning is required and in area where it is agreed the opportunity and need for the planning exist. A regional committee is not responsible for routine review and recommendation on operational and administrative matters such as contracts, budgets, appropriations, and fares and rates, formerly performed by the council of metropolitan Seattle. A regional committee may, however, deal with policies to develop fares and rates within the committee's subject matter area. 

3. The regional water quality committee shall develop, review and recommend countywide policies and plans related to the water pollution control functions formerly provided by the municipality of metropolitan Seattle. Plans and policies that must be assigned to the committee include, but are not limited to, water quality comprehensive and long-range capital improvement plans, service area and extension policies, rate policies, and the facility siting policy and major facilities siting process.

Additionally, both the Charter and K.C.C. allow for RWQC to develop and propose legislation directly to the Council. 

King County Code 1.24.065.L 
“Policies or plans proposed by regional committees.  A regional committee may develop and propose directly to the council, an ordinance or motion adopting, amending or repealing a countywide policy or plan regarding regional transit, water quality or other countywide policies and plans within the subject matter area of the committee.  The proposals must be approved by a majority of the committee members present and voting, with no fewer than three and one-half affirmative votes…”

Matters Referred to the Regional Water Quality Committee. King County Code (K.C.C.) guides what matters are required to be referred by the Chair of the Council to RWQC. 

K.C.C. 1.24.065.D.1.b.  
Referral to the regional water quality committee.  The chair of the council shall refer to the regional water quality committee countywide policies and plans related to the water quality services formerly provided by the municipality of metropolitan Seattle.  If a standing committee of the council is considering an issue that, upon the standing committee's subsequent review, the standing committee believes should be considered as a countywide policy or plan related to water quality, then the standing committee shall so inform the chair of the council.  The chair of the council may then determine whether the policy or plan is to be referred to a regional committee.

Additionally, K.C.C. 1.24.065.K.3 requires the following referrals to RWQC:
Plans and policies that must be assigned to the committee include, but are not limited to, water quality comprehensive and long-range capital improvement plans, service area and extension policies, rate policies, and the facility siting policy and major facilities siting process.”

Legislation required for referral to a regional committee is referred to as a “mandatory dual” referral. When legislation is referred to the RWQC as a mandatory referral, there are several important procedural requirements that limit the Council’s power to adopt legislation on such policies and plans except through concurrence.  For example, mandatory referral legislation cannot be adopted by the Council until either the legislation receives a recommendation from the regional committee or the time for regional committee review has expired. Even after the expiration of time, a supermajority vote of six councilmembers is required to adopt a plan without regional committee recommendation. If RWQC amends legislation, it requires six votes of the Council to reject those changes and adopt the legislation as transmitted. If a standing committee or the full Council amends the legislation after it has been approved by RWQC, it must be re-referred to RWQC. (K.C.C. 1.24.065.G.1 and G.2)

Other non-mandatory legislation within the committee’s subject area that would benefit from interjurisdictional discussion can be referred to RWQC by the Council chair. These are known as “discretionary referrals.” Legislation related to these matters is not subject to the procedural requirements that apply to mandatory referrals. 

Membership and Voting in RWQC. As specified in K.C.C. 1.24.065.B.1.b, the RWQC membership includes three county councilmembers, one of whom serves as the chair of the RWQC. The remaining members must be local elected officials appointed from and in proportion to the relative populations of the city of Seattle and the other cities and towns in the county. Cities and towns other than the Seattle may appoint two persons for each of their allocated memberships.  Additionally, there are two members from water and sewer districts. The vice-chair of the committee is selected by a majority vote of the committee members who are not county councilmembers. 

Lastly, Rule 7.B.1.b provides “Special purpose districts located outside of the county that receive sewage treatment services from the county pay jointly designate one nonvoting representative to serve on the committee.” On August 4, 2025 the general managers of Olympic View Water and Sewer District, Cross Valley Water District, and Alderwood Water and Wastewater District designated John McClellan to hold the special districts’ non-voting seat on the RWQC. 


RWQC Membership
11 voting members and 1 non-voting member—12 votes total

	DELEGATION 
	MEMBERS 
	VOTES EACH 
	TOTAL VOTES 

	King County 
	3
	2
	6

	Seattle 
	2
	1
	2

	Sound Cities Association
	4
	.5
	2

	Special Purpose Districts providing sewer service in King County. 
	2
	1
	2

	Non-Voting representative of special purpose districts outside King County
	1
	0
	0




Metropolitan Water Pollution Abatement Advisory Committee. In performing the function of metropolitan water pollution abatement, state law requires that the county also maintain a “metropolitan water pollution abatement advisory committee.” The function of MWPAAC as described in RCW 35.58.210 is: “The function of such advisory committee shall be to advise the metropolitan council in matters relating to the performance of the water pollution abatement function.” 

MWPAAC is focused on wastewater treatment and provides a forum for discussing a wide range of issues related to regional wastewater treatment services. 

RCW 35.58.210 
	If a metropolitan municipal corporation shall be authorized to perform the function of metropolitan water pollution abatement, the metropolitan council shall, prior to the effective date of the assumption of such function, cause a metropolitan water pollution abatement advisory committee to be formed by notifying the legislative body of each component city and county which operates a sewer system to appoint one person to serve on such advisory committee and the board of commissioners of each water-sewer district which operates a sewer system, any portion of which lies within the metropolitan area, to appoint one person to serve on such committee. The metropolitan water pollution abatement advisory committee shall meet at the time and place provided in the notice and elect a chair. The members of such committee shall serve at the pleasure of the appointing bodies and shall receive no compensation other than reimbursement for expenses actually incurred in the performance of their duties. The function of such advisory committee shall be to advise the metropolitan council in matters relating to the performance of the water pollution abatement function.


Recent RWQC and WTD Related Legislation and 2026-2027 Budget Language. The following section summarizes the major legislation and 2026-2027 budget language related to RWQC and WTD. 

Capital Forecasting Motion 16410. Motion 16410 (September 2023) was initiated by the Regional Water Quality and adopted by the County Council in 2023. It requests WTD research and identify methodologies for forecasting the long-term costs of its capital improvement needs. This was completed. 

Long-term Rate Forecasting Motion 16449. Motion 16449 (October 2023) was initiated by the Regional Water Quality Committee and requests WTD develop a long-term financial and sewer rate forecast.  WTD contracted with the firms Consor and Raftelis to provide support for this work. A final report was presented to RWQC in September 2025.

Motion 16900 WTD Sewer Rate and Capital Work Plan to Improve Engagement, Transparency, and Accountability. Motion 16900 (November 2025) requests that WTD implement a work plan to continue to improve engagement, transparency, and accountability in the sewer rate-setting process. The work plan is Attachment A to Motion 16900. The work plan includes tasks associated with each of the major recommendations in the RWQC comment letter dated May 13, 2025. WTD will provide a monthly status report to RWQC on each task. 

Key Topics in the Work Program Include:
· Develop and implement a process for MWPAAC and RWQC (as requested) to review a limited number of large capital projects selected by MWPAAC that substantively affect the rate.
· Develop public engagement strategy for rate payers in coordination with local contract agencies to explain why wholesale WTD rates are increasing and provide opportunities for public engagement.
· Independent consultant to review WTD’s capital program.
· Evaluate regulatory requirements.
· Significant changes in capital project costs. 
· Options for multi-year rate predictability.

Regional Wastewater Services Plan Update. The Regional Water Quality Committee has been closely following the launch of the RWSP Update and has adopted resolutions in support of the RWSP's scope and charter. In early 2025, RWQC adopted resolution RWQC Resolution 2025-01 in support of the scope and RWQC Resolution 2025-02 in support of the charter for the RWSP. The committee has requested briefings on the RWSP Update each month. Both documents identify specific policy questions to be addressed in the RWSP Update. 

2026-2027 Adopted Budget Language Added by King County Council. The 2026-2027 adopted budget includes four provisos and one expenditure restriction attached to the Wastewater Treatment Division's budget. Each budget restriction is summarized below. 

Regional Wastewater Services Plan Update Policy Analysis. This language restricts expenditure of the $7.4 million appropriation for this project until the executive transmits a plan describing the proposed analysis to be completed for the policy questions identified in the Regional Wastewater Services Plan Update scope document as adopted by Regional Water Quality Committee resolution 2025-01, and a motion acknowledging receipt of the plan, and the motion acknowledging receipt of the plan is passed by the council. 

The plan is due March 1, 2026, and requires input from RWQC. WTD briefed RWQC on December 4, 2025, seeking input, and will provide another briefing to the committee on January 7, 2026.

Reporting on Capital Project Cost Increases. This proviso encumbers $1 million until the executive transmits quarterly letters of notification, through the third quarter of 2027, identifying capital projects over $25 million where the cost estimate at completion has increased by a certain percentage over the cost estimate at completion, reported at the time of the most recent appropriation for the project. The notification letter will also include an explanation of why the increases are projected. At least once a year, WTD staff will provide an update briefing to the Council's Budget and Fiscal Management Committee and RWQC on the information contained in the letters.
[bookmark: _Hlk213948087] 
Implementation Plan for Expanding Capacity Charge Payment Plan Program. This proviso encumbers $500,000 until the executive transmits an implementation plan for expanding the eligibility requirements for WTD's payment plan program, a motion that acknowledging receipt of the plan, and a motion acknowledging receipt of the plan is passed by council. The plan should include baseline information about the existing program and estimated eligibility and utilization based on revised definitions of low-income. The plan is required to be filed by April 3, 2026.

An Analysis of a Range of Policy Choices Resulting in at Least Two Rate Options for 2027. This proviso encumbers $1 million until the executive includes an analysis of a range of policy choices resulting in at least two rate options for 2027 in addition to the executive's recommended rate for 2027. The required analysis and corresponding rate options will describe the tradeoffs, associated risks and benefits of each policy choice, and will also identify any adjustments that would be needed in the six-year capital improvement plan or proposed operating budget. The report is to be included as part of the executive's transmittal of the executive's proposed rate sewer for 2027.

PFAS and CECs. In October 2023, the King County Council adopted Motion 16434, jointly introduced by RWQC and Councilmember Kohl-Welles. Motion 16434 requests WTD take a set of specified actions to in order to identify, prioritize, reduce, and control sources, exposures, and risk from per-and polyfluoroalkyl substances (“PFAS”) and contaminants of concern to people and the environment in King County.


INVITED

· Kamuron Gurol, Director, Wastewater Treatment Division, Department of Natural Resources and Parks
· [bookmark: _Hlk218577571]Sharman Herrin, Government Relations Administrator, Department of Natural Resources and Parks


ATTACHMENTS

1. Robinswood Agreement Letter
2. King County Code 28.86.010-28.86.200
3. WTD Overview of the Regional Wastewater Treatment System
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