RWSP Update – Separated System Conveyance
Policy Memo #3
A. Policy Question
This memo is focused on the following policy questions related to the Separated System Conveyance topic of the Regional Wastewater Services Plan (RWSP) Update.
i. How should the conversion of on-site septic systems in the service area be managed?
ii. Should WTD implement programs to encourage conversion within the service area?

B. Problem Statement
Within King County’s Urban Growth Area (UGA) there are about 40,000 on-site septic systems. Approximately 3,000 of these are within 100 feet of a water body. When septic systems fail, untreated wastewater can enter ground or surface water through homes, yards, and waterbodies. Untreated wastewater can introduce bacteria, disease, and contaminate groundwater and compromise public and environmental health.

Roughly 75% of the on-site septic systems in urban King County are more than 30 years old, which is the average working lifetime for a properly installed and maintained on-site septic system according to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). As on-site septic systems approach failure, owners must either connect to the local sewer system or replace or repair their old system with a system that meets County requirements. Because so many septic systems are approaching the end of their life, King County now has a window of opportunity to connect parcels with on-site septic systems to the regional sewer system before they are replaced with new on-site septic systems that will last another 30 or more years. 

Connecting to sewer is expensive and can create a financial burden for property owners.  Not only are property owners responsible for the up-front cost of installing a side sewer from their home to the public sewer, they are often also required to pay the cost of extending public sewer lines to their parcel. Property owners also pay the ongoing costs of monthly wastewater utility rates charged by their local sewerage agency after connecting, as well as the capacity charge that is administered by the Wastewater Treatment Division (WTD) when new properties connect. The cost to connect to public sewer can range from $37,000 up to $124,000. Property owners often elect to replace their on-site septic system, as the connection to sewer would be a larger financial burden compared to the lower cost of installing a new on-site septic system ($41,000 on average).

In addition to posing a safety risk, lack of local public sewer lines also impedes urban growth and development. Currently, there are a portion of urban parcels that remain vacant because they are too far from sewer lines to make connection affordable, yet the parcel is too small for an on-site septic system. Lack of sewer access also prevents already-developed parcels from increasing housing density through the construction of accessory dwelling units (ADUs) or multifamily housing. Providing feasible sewer access to these parcels would enable housing growth within the Urban Growth Area (UGA). 

C. Contextual and Baseline Information
i. What is known about the topic and current conditions

On-Site Septic Systems
On-site septic systems are underground, decentralized wastewater treatment structures, commonly used in rural or suburban areas. On-site septic systems treat wastewater when homes and buildings are not connected to public sewer systems. Septic systems treat flow by capturing solids and liquids for treatment and solids removal in an underground watertight septic tank. Solids from the influent settle at the bottom of the tank, while effluent from the tank is then conveyed to a drainfield, which is a series of trenches filled with gravel or sand, and then filtered through the soil. The soil accepts, treats, and disperses wastewater as it percolates through the soil, ultimately discharging to groundwater. On-site septic systems can be expensive to maintain, as inspections of the system are usually required every 1-3 years ($400 per inspection), and the systems need to be pumped every 5-10 years ($800 per session). A full on-site septic system replacement costs about $41,000. If used for its full useful life of 30-years, maintaining and replacing an on-site septic system can cost about $66,000.  

On-Site Septic Systems in King County
In King County there are roughly 85,000 on-site septic systems. Public Health – Seattle King County permits on-site septic systems, supports homeowners in maintaining their on-site septic system, and supports homeowners in connecting to public sewer if their on-site septic system has failed and they are unable to replace it with a conforming system. In certain instances, as described below, urban property owners with failing septic systems are required to connect to public sewer. Waivers for connecting to sewer can be granted in extraordinary circumstances, such as if a connection would place an unreasonable financial burden on the property owner. Waivers are not guaranteed and must be reviewed by Public Health – Seattle King County, the local sewer utility, and the local building or planning department.

ii. Current policies in code, contract, or in-practice
King County Code (KCC) and Washington Administrative Code (WAC) require property owners in urban King County to connect to public sewer if their property is a new development, or if the existing on-site septic system fails and:
1. The property owner is unable to replace the on-site septic system with a system that conforms to current standards or code
2. It is feasible for the property owner to connect to public sewer (the property is within 200 feet of a local public sewer line, and the local sewer utility permits the connection)

Waivers may be granted by the King County Health Officer or delegated authority in extraordinary cases when connecting to sewer is cost-prohibitive for the property owner. Waivers are reviewed and coordinated with the applicable municipality and the local sewerage agency that serves the area where the parcel with the on-site septic system is located. Those cases must then be reported to the Washington Department of Health and can be rescinded if the on-site septic system is later deemed to be an environmental or public health threat.

King County Board of Health Code (Title 13 On-Site Sewage) and the Washington Administrative Code (WAC 246-272A On-Site Sewage Systems) provide guidance on how on-site septic systems connect to sewer.
  
	King County Board of Health Code 13.04.050 Connection to Public Sewer

	A. The owner or occupant of lands or premises located within the Urban Growth Area, as defined in the King County Comprehensive Plan, undertaking new residential or nonresidential construction, short subdivision or subdivision from which sewage will originate shall connect the construction to a public sewer if the sewer utility permits such connection. Within unincorporated King County such connection shall be in accordance with K.C.C. 13.24.136. Within incorporated cities such connection shall be in accordance with the policies of that city or the local sewer utility. The connection shall be made by connecting the building drain with an approved side sewer, and the side sewer to the public sewer. 
B. For existing development located within the Urban Growth Area and which is within two hundred feet of a public sewer, where an on-site sewage system is operating, the owner shall abandon the on-site sewage system in accordance with WAC 246-272A-0300 and connect the sanitary drainage system to the public sewer when the sewering authority permits such connection and when: 
a) Repair, modification or replacement of the on-site sewage system is necessary, or the existing on-site sewage system has failed and an on-site sewage system fully conforming to this title cannot be designed and installed; or 
b) Additional construction which in any way affects the on-site sewage system is proposed. 
C. The distances set forth in subsection B. of this section shall be calculated along the shortest route in road rights-of-way and easements from the existing sewer to the nearest point of the lands or premises to be served, consistent with the jurisdictional comprehensive plan and sewer extension practices of the sewer utility involved. 
D. Every plumbing fixture and every sanitary drainage system not connected to a public sewer, or not required by law to be connected to a public sewer, shall be connected to an on-site sewage system. 
E. The health officer is authorized to grant waivers from specific requirements of this section in accordance with WAC 246-272A-0420, as amended. ( R&R No. 24-05 § 3, 2024: R&R No. 08-03 § 2, 2008: R&R No. 99-01 § 2 (part), 3-19-99: R&R No. 3 Part 13 § 1, 12-19-86).



	WAC 246-272A-0025 Connection to Public Sewer System

	1. Upon the failure of an existing OSS within the service area of a sewer utility, the local health officer shall:
a) Permit the repair or replacement of the OSS only if a conforming OSS can be designed and installed, excluding OSS designed in compliance with or proposing to use Table X in WAC 246-272A-0280
b) Require connection to a public sewer system if the sewer utility allows the connection and has adequate public sewer services available within 200 feet from where the existing building drain connects to the existing building sewer, or where no building drain exists, within 200 feet from where the sewer line begins, as measured along the usual or most feasible route of access.
2. The owner of a structure served by an OSS permitted as a repair under Table X in WAC 246-272A-0280 shall abandon the OSS as specified in WAC 246-272A-0300, and connect the structure to a public sewer system when:
a) Connection is deemed necessary to protect public health by the local health officer;
b) An adequate public sewer becomes available within 200 feet of the existing structure, or in cases where no building drain exists, within 200 feet from where the sewer for the building begins, as measured along the usual or most economically feasible route of access; 
c) The sewer utility allows the sewer connection




iii. The system “must-dos”
WTD must accept all flows that it receives from the component agencies that it provides sewerage services to, which means it must accept any additional flow from on-site septic systems that convert to sewer. WTD recoups this cost by collecting a capacity charge from property owners for any new sewer connections, reconnections after 5 years, additions, and changes of use. The capacity charge is billed quarterly for 15 years directly from King County and helps fund the costs of new wastewater infrastructure in the region.

iv. Current and budgeted expenditures
N/A

v. Summary of science/data (if applicable)

The information collected regarding on-site septic systems in King County is managed by Public Health – Seattle King County. WTD provides services to most of urban King County, as well as parts of Snohomish and Pierce County. Information regarding on-site septic systems in those parts of Snohomish and Pierce County was not readily available during the development of Part 1 of the policy memo. The information will be gathered during develop of Part 2, as cost-estimates and evaluation of outcomes are developed for the policy options.

There are currently 20,119 on-site septic systems within the King County portion of WTD’s service area, with 13,919 of those systems being built before 1990. About 45% or 9,067 of the on-site septic systems within the King County portion of WTD’s service area are within 200 feet of a public sewer line, and about 15% or 3,017 are within 100 feet of a waterbody. 
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Figure 1. On-Site Sewer Systems within WTD Service Area
 
D. Example Practices from Other Jurisdictions/Industry

Metropolitan Sewer District of Greater Cincinnati (MSDGC)
MSDGC administers a Sewer Assessment Program that subsidizes a portion of the cost to extend public sewer mains or laterals in Hamilton County, Ohio. The goal of the program is to provide sewers to unsewered properties – some of which were built before sewers were available. MSDGC offers property owners two options, the first being construction of a lateral sewer stub from an existing public sewer main to a property line or public right-of-way and would serve a single property. The second option would extend a public sewer main to extend sewer service to a neighborhood or area, as well as a lateral sewer from the new main to the property line or public right-of-way. The second option extends sewer service to multiple properties. Property owners would pay up to $12,000, plus any applicable interest and fees, for MSDGC to design and construct a new public sewer main and/or lateral sewer. MSDGC would then fund all costs in excess of the $12,000 paid by the property owner. That amount can be paid upon invoice, placed on property taxes as an assessment, or a combination of the two.
 
Lacey, Olympia, Tumwater, and Thurston County (LOTT) Clean Water Alliance (CWA)
LOTT offers a rebate of 50% of the LOTT connection fee for property owners converting from an existing on-site septic system to connect to the LOTT wastewater system. Property owners who meet the criteria for hardship status may qualify for an additional rebate of up to 25% of the connection fee. The rebates are granted as “instant” rebates at the time of payment to the city for charges related to connection to the sewer system. In 2026, the LOTT connection fee is about $7,800, the individual cities as a part of LOTT (Lacey, Olympia, Tumwater) also charge a connection fee to connect to their local public sewer system that ranges from about $3,200 to $4,700. The rebate must be redeemed and the remaining portion of the LOTT connection fee paid within three months of rebate approval. The goal of the program is to incentivize property owners to abandon on-site septic systems and connect to the public sewer system to protect environmental health and protect LOTT’s continued ability to discharge to receiving waters. The program also supports LOTT by spreading the cost of operating the public sewer system over more ratepayers and supports LOTT’s efforts in gathering data to inform future efforts to incentivize septic to sewer conversion.


City of Bend, Oregon – Septic to Sewer Conversion Program
Bend, Oregon administers a program that allows residents to apply for funding annually to complete a sewer project in an area where properties are currently served by private on-site septic systems. The program is funded through utility rate revenues and allows residents to apply for up to $3.5M annually. Projects that are selected are referred to as Neighborhood Extension Projects. The projects are selected by a program committee, and the funds can be used to extend the sewer main in the road right-of-way. Property owners are responsible for extension of the private portion of the sewer lateral. Property owners also can receive a 50% discount on the connection fee to the system but must redeem it within two years after the project is completed. The City of Bend recently completed a project through this program in 2022 called the Silver Sage Sewer Project, in which gravity sewer mains and laterals were installed to allow 63 properties to decommission their septic systems and connect to the public sewer system.

E. Policy Issues, Challenges, and Opportunities Related to the Policy Questions

1. WTD subsidizing the cost of connecting private properties to sewer for a subset of ratepayers or component agencies can be interpreted as service inequity.

WTD does not typically play an active role in supporting connection of private property to sewer. Additionally, WTD administers a capacity charge to new properties connecting to any local sewer system that eventually conveys flow to WTD’s system. WTD subsidizing connections to sewer for certain ratepayers through local agency extension of local sewer lines, while only administering a capacity charge for others who connect to the sewer system, could be viewed as a service equity issue. If WTD provides financial support for the extension of local public sewer lines to facilitate private property connection to sewer, this could also be interpreted as providing disproportionate benefit for those sewerage agencies.   

2. Supporting conversion of on-site septic systems near waterbodies or with a high risk of failure proactively protects public and environmental health.

On-site septic system failures can cause significant harm to public health and environmental health by discharging untreated effluent and bacteria into the surrounding environment and nearby waterbodies. Failures can contaminate groundwater, impact shellfish safety, and spread disease. WTD has an opportunity to take a proactive role in reducing the risk of harm to public and environmental health by supporting properties to connect to sewer if they have on-site septic systems near waterbodies, or with on-site septic systems that are older and have a higher risk of failure. 

3. Supporting the conversion of urban properties with on-site septic to sewer will help King County meet housing and growth management goals.

WTD has a unique opportunity to remove barriers to development and advance housing and growth management goals. Supporting on-site septic system conversion to sewer in King County’s urban growth area can provide opportunities for housing densification when homeowners decommission their on-site septic systems and potentially use that space for ADUs. It could also provide opportunities for smaller vacant lots that do not have space to host an on-site septic system to be developed as it removes barriers to connecting to sewer.

F. Range of Policy Options and Associated Actions and Considerations (including qualitative description of costs)
The policy options presented below describe potential choices and Separated System Actions that could be implemented to address the following policy questions:
· How should the conversion of on-site septic systems in the service area be managed?
· Should WTD implement programs to encourage conversion within the service area?

The policy options include:
1. Maintaining the current practice and rely on Public Health – Seattle King County and local jurisdictions to manage on-site septic system conversion;
2. Support conversion of septic to sewer on properties near waterbodies within WTD’s service area;
3. Support all septic conversion in WTD’s service area by partnering with local sewer agencies in the service area to construct local sewer lines that could serve all developable parcels by 2060. 



Summary of Policy Options
	Policy Option
	Goal
	Description
	Separated System Actions
	Example Programs

	1
	Provide sewerage services to residents in the urban growth area within WTD’s service area as they connect to the regional sewer system
	Maintain practice and rely on Public Health – King County Seattle and local jurisdictions to manage on-site septic system conversion
	Rely on Public Health – King County Seattle and local jurisdictions to facilitate conversions due to on-site septic system failures and/or redevelopment.
	Continue to rely on Public Health – Seattle King County to administer the on-site septic system program

	2
	Proactively protect environmental and public health by supporting conversion of parcels with on-site septic systems near water bodies throughout the WTD service area through supporting extension of local sewer lines to serve those parcels
	Support conversion of septic to sewer on properties near waterbodies within WTD’s service area by partnering with local sewer agencies in the service area to construct local sewer lines that could serve private property owners 
	Partner with local sewer agencies to convert on-site septic systems near water bodies within WTD service area
	Administer grants to local agencies to extend sewer lines to parcels with on-site septic systems near a waterbody

Partner with local agencies to extend sewer lines in areas near waterbodies with a high concentration of parcels with on-site septic systems


	3
	Proactively protect environmental and public health by supporting conversion of all on-site septic systems within the WTD service area to sewer through supporting extension of local sewer lines to serve those parcels
	Support all septic conversion in WTD’s service area by partnering with local sewer agencies in the service area to construct local sewer lines that could serve all developable parcels by 2060
	Partner with and/or require all developed parcels in the service area to connect to the sewer system by 2060
	Administer grants to local agencies to extend sewer lines to parcels with on-site septic systems

Partner with local agencies to complete capital projects to extend sewer lines in areas with a high concentration of parcels with on-site septic systems

Partner with local agencies and private property owners to identify joint projects in which costs are shared to extend sewers





Policy Option #1 - Maintain practice and rely on Public Health – Seattle King County and local jurisdictions to manage on-site septic system conversion.

Justification
This policy option would maintain current practice and allow Public Health – Seattle King County and local jurisdictions to manage and make decisions on conversion of on-site septic systems to sewer. WTD would continue to provide wholesale sewerage services to those local jurisdictions that would be collecting sewage from any new connections that are completed. This policy option would continue to advance WTD’s mission to protect environmental and public health through providing wholesale sewerage services to the region. 

Considerations
The continued implementation of these actions could result in minimal conversion of on-site septic systems in WTD’s service area to sewer. Financial burden is one of the main reasons private property owners do not connect to sewer. With 75% of on-site septic systems in urban King County approaching the end of their useful life, those property owners will likely elect to replace their septic system as opposed to connecting to sewer since it is typically cheaper. This will result in limiting urban development. This policy option will provide the least protection to environmental and public health, as on-site septic systems are generally less reliable than sewer and are prone to pollute their surrounding environment if they fail.

Policy Option #2 - Support conversion of septic to sewer on properties near waterbodies within WTD’s service area by partnering with local sewer agencies in the service area to construct local sewer lines that could serve private property owners.

Justification
This option would amend current policy to provide support to component agencies to construct local sewer lines that serve private property owners with on-site septic systems near waterbodies. This would proactively protect environmental and public health above current practices by prioritizing connection of parcels near waterbodies to sewer, as septic system failures near waterbodies have greater potential to harm environmental and public health.



Considerations
This policy option would address both on-site septic systems near waterbodies, as well as a portion of older on-site septic systems that are more prone to failure, as 75% of systems in urban King County are at or near the end of their useful life. This would cost substantially more than Policy Option #1 as many more on-site septic systems would be converted to sewer. The costs of Option #2 will be evaluated in the step 2 analysis for this policy question.
This policy option would provide disproportionate benefit to the local agencies and communities that are receiving support to extend their sewer lines and expand their sewer system. This policy option would also provide disproportionate benefit to the communities in which the sewer lines are extended, as private property owners may free up available square footage previously used for on-site septic system for construction of accessory dwelling units (ADUs). It would also support development of new housing, as there are a number of vacant properties that are not large enough to host an on-site septic system, but are too far from a local public sewer line. 

Policy Option #3 - Support all septic conversion in WTD’s service area by partnering with local sewer agencies in the service area to construct local sewer lines that could serve all developable parcels by 2060.
Justification
This option would amend existing policy to provide support for conversion of all on-site septic systems throughout WTD’s service area to proactively protect environmental and public health. Due to roughly 75% of on-site septic systems in urban King County approaching the end of their useful life and being at higher risk of failure, there could be a significant return-on-investment in reducing potential harm to environmental and public health. 
Extending sewer lines to connect all parcels currently using on-site septic systems would support urban development and housing densification at greater scale than Option #2. Option #3 would enable construction of ADUs as significantly more property owners would be able to free up available square footage previously dedicated to septic systems. And, a greater number of vacant properties not large enough to host an on-site septic system, but too far from a local public sewer line, would also be able to connect if Option #3 is implemented.


Considerations
This policy option has similar considerations to Policy Option #2. Though the goal is to convert all parcels with on-site septic systems to sewer across the region, there are cities within the service area that have higher number of septic systems such as Kent, Auburn, and Pacific. Private property owners that have sewer lines extended to them would receive disproportionate benefit, as the costs of extending those lines are subsidized by the region. Additionally, the sewerage agencies that have their lines extended would have their systems expanded at a lower cost. Sewer is generally more reliable, at less risk to failure, and more sustainable long-term. Though Policy Options #2 and #3 are similar, the scale at which the sewer line extensions are completed and connections are supported is much greater in Policy Option #3, leading to a greater reduction in potential harm due to on-site septic system failures. Since the scale of Policy Option #3 is greater, it would have a higher cost than Policy Options #1 and #2.

G. Interested and affected parties WTD will engage to gather input
Public Health – Seattle King County, the King County Board of Health, MWPAAC, and component agencies that WTD provides sewerage services to, will be the primary audiences that need to be engaged on the on-site septic conversion policy options. The general public, and specifically property owners with on-site septic systems, near local public sewer lines, or near waterbodies would be engaged during implementation planning. 

H. Rate Structure Considerations (if applicable)
There are no known rate structure considerations for this policy question. 

I. Relationship to Contracts
There are no known contract implications for this policy question.

J. Equity and Social Justice (ESJ) impacts (if applicable)
The policy options described have the potential to have positive and adverse ESJ impacts depending on which is selected. Generally, developable portions of the WTD service area that have the oldest on-site septic systems, and in turn the ones at higher risk of failure, also have higher Social Vulnerability Index (SVI) scores. 
SVI is a metric used by the Center for Disease Control (CDC) that assesses each census tract’s vulnerability to disasters and public health threats. Many of those factors overlap with equity considerations, such as poverty, age, disability, and housing. 

In urban King County, of the roughly 30,000 onsite septic systems that are nearing or at the end of their useful life, about 13,300 systems are located in the top 40% of most socially vulnerable census tracts. Furthermore, about 5,000 are located in the top 20% of most socially vulnerable census tracts. When sewers in King County were built, the focus was on expanding urban services around Lake Washington to address pollution impacting the lake. Other cities that were not directly surrounding Lake Washington did not get the same level of funding for sewer connections. There are many on-site septic systems that currently serve residents in those cities. Policy Options #2 and #3, which would support conversion of on-site septic systems by extending sewer lines, could advance equity by subsidizing some of the connection costs for residents who are living in cities that have experienced inequitable sewer infrastructure investment.

In contrast, there are also a subset of on-site septic systems that serve less socially vulnerable cities. Policy Options #2 and #3 could result in WTD funds subsidizing the costs for residents living in more affluent communities to connect to sewer in addition to the communities with high social vulnerability.

Policy Options #2 and #3 that propose extending public local sewer lines to expand connection to sewer would also support development and housing densification. This means homes that currently have an on-site septic system could de-commission their on-site septic systems and could use that land to construct ADUs. These changes increase property value and development options, which can have positive results for current residents and property owners, especially if anti-displacement policies are in place. There is also a subset of parcels that are far away from a sewer line but are too small to host an on-site septic system. Extending sewer lines closer to those parcels would allow them to be developed.

K. Planning-level cost estimates (if applicable)
This section will be added into the policy memo as the “Step 2” analysis later.

L. Evaluation of outcomes: identify impacts and outcomes of each option
This section will be added into the policy memo as the “Step 2” analysis later.
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