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Water Quality Assessment/Environmental Benefit Study

Introduction
The purpose of the water quality assessment/environmental benefit study (study) is to identify the water quality problems and the solutions to address public health and environmental protection in the sub-watersheds where King County’s combined sewer overflows (CSOs) discharge. The study will include looking at factors that impact water quality upstream and affect the water bodies where County CSOs discharge, which include the Lake Washington Ship Canal, Duwamish River System, and Elliott Bay.
Major elements of the study include (1) analyzing and synthesizing findings of existing studies, (2) collecting new information and filling data gaps as needed, (3) identifying the priority problems in the water bodies where the County’s CSOs discharge, (4) developing a range of potential actions including CSO control that could lead to improved water quality in water bodies affected by CSOs and (5) recommending integration and sequencing of actions to meet water quality standards and improve water quality, public health, and biological outcomes. 

The study will begin in 2013 and is expected to be completed in 2016. Results from the study will be used to inform the 2018 CSO Control Program Review, which is the next scheduled update for the County’s long-term CSO control plan. The results of the assessment may change the sequencing and prioritization of CSO projects but do not alter the County’s state and federal legal obligations to complete 9 new CSO control projects by 2030. An independent science panel will assess the science-based findings and potential actions identified in the study. A stakeholder process will be used to make recommendations on solutions, including CSO control, for the priority problems in the water bodies where County CSOs discharge. 

The science panel and stakeholder recommendations could confirm or propose adjustments to the County’s long-term CSO control plan to meet water quality standards and ensure that actions by King County and other entities to improve water quality, health, and biological outcomes are well integrated and sequenced to provide the greatest benefit  in the CSO discharge watersheds. For the County’s remaining CSO projects, state and federal legal requirements for CSO projects remain in effect.  The need for new funding mechanisms may also emerge. Any future updates or amendments to the County’s long-term CSO control plan are subject to U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and Washington State Department of Ecology (Ecology) approvals.
Need for the Study
The updated CSO plan proposes to make significant additional investment in controlling the County’s remaining combined sewer over flows ($711 million in 2010 dollars; $1.05 billion including inflation, by 2030). At the same time, the clean-up of contaminated sediments in the Lower Duwamish is underway, and the EPA is expected to recommend a proposed Superfund clean-up plan in the fall of 2012. Ecology will also issue final updated municipal stormwater permits in 2012 that are likely to include more extensive use of Low Impact Development techniques. Recovery plans for threatened Chinook salmon have been adopted, but are not fully implemented. Coordination of these efforts is critical, e.g. implementation of CSO and storm water control projects decreases the likelihood that that cleanup and salmon recovery efforts are re-contaminated.  King County is strongly committed to all of these efforts, and they will require substantial new public investment. Although there is a high level of public support for these programs individually, we need to demonstrate to rate payers that these programs are well integrated, prioritized, and sequenced to bring the best value in terms of improving water quality and protecting public health. Completion of a science-based water quality assessment and environmental benefit study will provide science-based information to inform the types and sequencing of water quality investments in the CSO discharge areas over the long term. 
The findings of this study would also help King County to respond to a changing regulatory framework at the national level. EPA has developed guidance for local municipalities to integrate CSO control planning with stormwater controls. This study will follow the principles of the EPA’s integrated planning framework to help guide the work program and meet objectives established by the EPA and Ecology.
The study commits resources into taking a comprehensive view of the effects on water quality in the sub-watersheds where CSO discharges occur. The study will occur in parallel with implementation of the first capital projects of the amended long-term CSO control plan. The results of the assessment may change the sequencing or prioritization of the CSO projects but do not alter the County’s legal obligations to complete the remaining 9 CSO projects. . 

Scope of Work
The study will include, but not be limited to, answering the following questions:
· What are the water quality impacts of King County’s CSO discharges?

· What are the impacts of other discharges to the water bodies where King County CSOs discharge in the localized area impacted by the CSO discharge as well as larger water body?
· What are the significant environmental impairments and their causes in these water bodies?

· What are the existing and planned actions to improve water quality in these water bodies, and the associated costs and benefits?

· What additional actions could be taken to improve water quality and biological function in these water bodies?

· How should actions be integrated and sequenced to meet water quality standards and improve water quality, public health, and biological outcomes? 

An independent science panel will help the County ensure the study uses good science to inform the stakeholder process. Scientists and stakeholders will be asked to identify additional questions for the study. Stakeholders will review the results of the study and recommend actions for the type and timing of water quality investments to achieve the highest possible water quality in the water bodies where County CSOs are located.
Implementing the Study
Stakeholder Process
The King County Executive will develop and implement a transparent and inclusive stakeholder process. Stakeholders are expected to include federal, state, tribal and regional environmental leaders. The stakeholder process will help identify additional questions for the County to answer and review the study’s findings and make recommendations for King County’s long-term CSO control program as part of a comprehensive approach to improving regional water quality. At the conclusion of the study, stakeholders will be expected to recommend prioritized actions, and ways to fund and implement the recommended actions, to improve water quality in the sub-watersheds where the County’s CSOs are located. The process will be led by an independent facilitator.

Independent Science Panel
An independent science panel will be convened to peer review and comment on the methodologies used by the County’s technical team. The members of the independent science panel will be selected by and independent facilitator, taking into account nominations from stakeholders. The purpose of the independent science panel will be to review and provide input on how to conduct analyses for the study as well as review and critique analytical results. The science panel’s review will improve the study and provide credibility to the study’s science-based analysis and findings.
County Technical Team
A technical team comprised of staff from the County’s Department of Natural Resources and Parks will review and analyze existing studies that relate to water quality in the areas affected by the County’s CSOs. The team shall develop a conceptual plan that describes its methodology for implementing the activities included in the Scope of Work.    The conceptual plan will at a minimum describe the methodology that will be used to: review and analyze existing studies that relate to water quality in the areas affected by the County’s CSOs; identify data gaps and collect new information as needed to identify the best water quality improvement solutions; evaluate the water quality benefits of existing and planned actions in the specific water bodies, including their costs and benefits;  and also identify  and evaluate other potential actions that could be implemented to improve water quality, the evaluation will include a discussion of the costs and benefits of such options. The technical plan shall be reviewed by the stakeholders and independent science panel before the team commences its study. The findings from the study and information on existing, planned, or new actions will be documented and provided to the independent science panel and will be made available during the stakeholder process.
Anticipated Deliverables

· A conceptual plan that provides the methodology for implementing the scope of work.

· A technical report developed by the County’s technical team, that includes a scientific review of the water quality conditions of the sub-watersheds where the County’s CSOs are located and potential actions that could improve water quality in these areas

· A peer review report developed by the independent science panel that validates the methodologies used and analytical results contained in the County’s technical report, along with any identified modifications and other considerations
· A summary report of the stakeholder findings and recommendations
Preliminary Schedule and Budget
Efforts on the study are expected to begin in January 2013, which will include formation of the independent science panel and the County’s technical team and implementation of the study’s scope of work. The County’s technical team will carry out its work through December 2015, with periodic check-ins and briefings with the independent science panel, the County Executive, the County Council, and stakeholders. The independent science panel and stakeholder process will develop recommendations in 2016. The County Executive will decide how to incorporate their recommendations into the next scheduled update of the long-term CSO control plan that will require the County Council’s approval, followed by EPA and Ecology approvals.

The study is expected to cost up to $5 million.
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