[image: KClogo_v_b_m2]

Metropolitan King County Council
Regional Water Quality Committee


STAFF REPORT

	Agenda Item:
	7
	Name:
	Jenny Giambattista
Andy Micklow

	Proposed No.:
	2025-B0121
	Date:
	October 1, 2025



SUBJECT

Discussion and possible action to approve a motion relating to the Wastewater Treatment Division for consideration by the King County Council. 

SUMMARY

At the Regional Water Quality Committee (RWQC) meeting on July 2, 2025, the committee directed staff to develop a motion to request that the Wastewater Treatment Division (WTD) implement a work plan to improve transparency and accountability in the sewer rate-setting process.  At the RWQC meeting on September 3, the committee requested further staff work on the motion. 

The motion, once approved by the committee, would be proposed for consideration by the King County Council under Section 270.30 of the King County Charter and K.C.C. 1.24.065, which allows for regional committees to develop and propose legislation for introduction to the King County Council. Councilmember Balducci, as chair of RWQC, would be the primary sponsor of the legislation. 


BACKGROUND 

2026 Sewer Rate and 10-Year Forecast. The Council adopted the 2026 sewer rate and capacity charge in June 2025.[footnoteRef:1] The sewer rate is the primary funding source of the Wastewater Treatment Division. The monthly sewer rate collected by the County goes to support all WTD expenses, including operating costs, debt service, and capital expenses. The adopted monthly sewer rate for 2026 increased from 2025 7.5 percent from $58.28 to $62.66. This increase is 0.5 percent higher than what was projected as part of the forecast for the 2025 rate. The 2026 sewer rate is projected to generate $592 million in revenue in 2026. [1:  Ordinance 19942] 


Beyond the 2026 rate, the proposed 10-year sewer rate forecast reflects substantive changes compared to the prior rate forecast. The 2026 10-year capital forecast is $3.1 billion greater than the prior 10-year forecast, and the rate projection reflects this increased capital forecast with higher than previously projected rates for 2027-2031. WTD reports that most of this increase compared to the prior forecast is due to the updated cost estimates and newly finalized completion dates for projects included in the Combined Sewer Overflow (CSO) Consent Decree as well as cost increases for other projects. With this new forecast, regulatory capital projects are projected to make up 52 percent of the 10-year capital forecast. A challenge for WTD as it implements this capital program is that many projects must be done concurrently and are costly and complex. The forecast also includes a revised approach to forecasting capital expenditures, which tries to take into consideration the complexity of the projects, the capacity to deliver the projects, and legally required timelines. 

Sewer Rate Comment Letters. In response to the 2026 sewer rate and capacity charge, the Council received comment letters from the Metropolitan Pollution Abatement Advisory Committee, the Regional Water Quality Committee, and the cities of Bellevue, Kirkland, and Seattle, identifying significant concerns about affordability and transparency. WTD developed a draft work plan to address issues identified in the comment letters. WTD’s draft work plan was shared with RWQC on July 2, 2025, and at that time the committee directed staff to work with WTD to further clarify the work plan and draft a motion for introduction to the Council requesting WTD implement the work plan.. 


ANALYSIS

The draft motion would request that WTD implement a work plan to improve transparency and accountability in the sewer rate-setting process. The work plan is included as Attachment A to the draft motion (Attachment 1 to this staff report). The work plan includes tasks associated with each of the major recommendations from the RWQC comment letter dated May 13, 2025 (Attachment 3). The workplan is summarized below. 

Meaningful and timely engagement in development of the sewer rate. 
· To promote meaningful and timely engagement, WTD will host regular meetings with MWPAAC and/or its subcommittees to review the 10-year Capital Improvement Program, project prioritization, timely updates on changes in large project costs that may impact rates, and expenditure forecast assumptions and impacts to different types of projects across the capital program.  (Working timeline Q4 2025 and ongoing) 
 
· As part of the 2027 rate proposal, the work plan specifies that WTD is to include options for multiple rate scenarios, including those that offer various capital portfolio options. The scenarios should detail tradeoffs and associated risks and benefits and should include a discussion about the level of service WTD is able to deliver under each option. (Working timeline Q2 2026)
 
· To increase transparency and credibility in the long-term forecasting model, WTD will work with a MWPAAC work group to identify the model details that should be shared and further refined. (Working timeline Q3 2025 and ongoing) 

· Work with MWPAAC to develop a process for MWPAAC members to observe WTD capital portfolio management staff meetings while not hampering WTD’s process and progress. (Working timeline Q1/Q2) 
 
Early Visibility and Transparency on Large Project Planning. 
· WTD is to develop a 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. These reviews will happen at key phases in the development of these selected projects, including concept definition, alternatives analysis, alternative selection, and final design. Each engagement will create an opportunity to influence outcomes by collaboratively discussing comments and questions with WTD before a decision in each phase identified above is finalized. (Working timeline Q1 2026)
 
Improve multi-year rate predictability. 
· WTD is to prepare options for multi-year rate predictability, including options for a multi-year commitment. Options should be prepared in discussion with MWPAAC’s Executive Board and partner agencies and in coordination with King County’s Executive’s Office and the county budget process. Any multi-year option should include a process for WTD to update the rate if there are significant changes that impact the rate forecast. The intent is for the options to be developed by end of 2025 with implementation by end of Q2 2027 for the 2028 and 2029 rates. 
 
Evaluate regulatory requirements and develop options to address financial sustainability. 
· WTD will evaluate the cost/benefit of seeking regulatory changes to improve the environmental and financial sustainability of the regional system. (Working timeline Q3 2025–Q1 2026)

· Coordinate on outreach plan with local agency partners, to state and federal government. The outreach plan should address regulatory issues and funding availability from state and federal agencies. (Working timeline Q3 2025–Q1 2026)

Independent, third-party oversight. 
· WTD is to develop a proposal in coordination with MWPAAC’s Executive board for review by the Executive's Office to procure an independent consultant to review WTD’s capital program, including large capital projects. (Working timeline Q3 2025–Q1 2026)

Regional Utility Affordability Summit. 
· For the Regional Utility Affordability Summit that will be held on November 14, 2025 WTD is to work with RWQC, Sound Cities Association (SCA), Seattle, and sewer districts to bring a wastewater perspective to the development and planning of the regional utility affordability summit. Following the summit, WTD is identify and implement resources to execute follow-up steps agreed upon at the summit. (Working timeline Q3 2026–Q1 2026.) 

· WTD is to develop a 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. (Working timeline Q1 2026) 

Process. The motion, once finalized and approved by the committee, would be proposed for consideration by the King County Council under Section 270.30 of the King County Charter and K.C.C. 1.24.065, which allows for regional committees to develop and propose legislation for introduction to the King County Council. Councilmember Balducci, as chair of RWQC, would be the primary sponsor of the legislation. 

INVITED

· [bookmark: _Hlk207368727][bookmark: _Hlk209774412]Kamuron Gurol, Director, Wastewater Treatment Division 

ATTACHMENTS

1. Draft Motion (and its attachments)
2. Red-line version of Attachment A 
3. Regional Water Quality Committee Comment Letter dated May 13, 2025
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