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September 6, 2002

The Honorable Cynthia Sullivan

Chair, King County Council

Room 1200

C O U R T H O U S E

Dear Councilmember Sullivan:

Enclosed for Council consideration is an ordinance approving the City of Tacoma Comprehensive Water Plan Update (plan).  Approval of the plan is required under K.C.C. 13.24 as a prerequisite to granting right-of-way franchises and construction permits.  The plan discusses the system improvements necessary to provide water service to current and future populations served by the City of Tacoma (Tacoma).

Tacoma currently provides water service for approximately 310,000 people.  Those people include residents living in Tacoma, other urban and rural areas in Pierce County, and urban and rural areas in King County.  The areas served in King County include part of Federal Way and the rural community of Cumberland.  The plan projects that the population served by Tacoma in the next 20 years could more than double because of growth, the addition of new service areas through assumption of existing water purveyors, and an increase in customers due to completion of the Second Supply Project.

Currently, Tacoma’s water supply comes from its diversion below the Howard Hanson Dam on the Green River and 19 wells located primarily within Tacoma.  These sources currently supply about 72 million gallons per day (mgd) during an average day and 123 mgd during days of maximum demand.  Approximately 85 percent of the supply comes from the Green River and the remaining 15 percent comes from the well sources.  Over half of the demand is for commercial and industrial uses, with the Simpson kraft mill accounting for approximately one-third of the total demand.  Demand in 20 years is projected to increase to about 100 mgd during an average day and 180 mgd during days of maximum demand.  This demand projection is likely to be very conservative and will only be accurate if all of the assumptions in the population projections prove to be true.

About 25 years ago, Tacoma proposed the Second Supply Project (SSP).  The SSP will allow diversion of another 65 mgd from the Green River.  The additional water will be conveyed in a pipe through south King County and into Tacoma.  Partners in the project with Tacoma were the City of Seattle, Lakehaven Utility District, City of Kent, and Covington Water District.  Recently, the City of Seattle has indicated that it will not participate in the project.  The costs and corresponding water supply reserved for the City of Seattle will now likely be distributed among the other project participants.  The City of Kent and Covington Water District have already indicated their interest in obtaining more of the SSP water.  Although there is little doubt that the SSP will be completed even without the City of Seattle’s participation, it now appears unlikely that the North Branch of the SSP will be constructed in the near future.  It was the North Branch that was to serve as an intertie between the City of Seattle and Tacoma water systems.  The loss of the intertie will negate the ability of the City of Seattle and Tacoma to move water between their systems to provide flexibility in meeting GMA growth targets, assist fish enhancement projects, or to provide emergency water resources in the event of natural or man-made disasters.   Loss of the intertie may also have other impacts on regional water supply; for example, it may be less likely that the Lake Tapps water supply project, proposed by the Cascade Water Alliance, will be constructed.  This is not a grave concern, however, because recent water supply information compiled by the region’s water purveyors show that regional water supplies are sufficient for decades to come.

As part of an agreement among SSP participants and the state departments of Ecology and Health, Tacoma will strengthen its water conservation program to more closely approximate the City of Seattle’s 1% conservation program, a 10% reduction in water demand over ten years.  This mandated increase in conservation may require Tacoma to reconsider its water rate structure, which is currently among the lowest in the region and does not effectively promote conservation.

Tacoma is proposing a capital improvement program valued at approximately $460,000,000 over the next 15 years.  Some of these projected costs may change as a result of the City of Seattle’s decision not to remain as a partner in the SSP.  The capital improvement program includes water quality, storage, transmission, and distribution system improvements, in addition to the SSP project.

The Utilities Technical Review Committee (UTRC) reviewed and conditionally approved the plan on January 10, 2001.  The conditions of approval, technical changes to the plan, are reflected in the final plan version attached to the proposed ordinance.  A Determination of Non-significance for the plan was issued on September 2, 1999 in accordance with the State Environmental Policy Act.  Tacoma approved the plan on February 5, 2002.

I would appreciate your review and concurrence with the proposed ordinance.  If you have any questions, please contact Bruce Bennett, Chair of the UTRC, at (206) 296-1952.  Thank you for your assistance in this matter.

Sincerely,

Ron Sims

King County Executive
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