OSS Questions Answered
1. By what mechanism does OSS remove nitrates?
None, nitrates are created when ammonia is consumed by aerobic bacteria in an oxygen rich environment.  
Some (10-30%) are retained in the tank as sludge.  WA DOH Nitrogen Reducing Technologies – Report to the Puget Sound Action Team pg 8 para 3
2. How effective is the mechanism?

Mechanism does not exist.  Nitrates are highly soluble in water and exist as ions at the molecular level. Accordingly they cannot be filtered.  (Washington DOH  Basic Principles of Onsite Sewage pg 8 para 4) 
3. Since the answer to 1&2 are essentially none and zero, how much more nitrates does a failing OSS introduce to the environment than one that is fully functional?

No difference….However it is theoretically possible that a failing, surfacing OSS may actually cause some denitrification to take place when sewage is drawn into plant life on the surface.   (NOT ADVISABLE)  
4. Since, with respect to nitrate pollution contribution, it makes no difference whether a system is actually operating correctly, how will repeated inspections manage to reduce nitrate contamination of the aquifer?

Inspections CANNOT have any positive effect on the amount of nitrates introduced.  Since OSS does not perform the function by design, inspecting them will not change their function.

5. What happens to nitrates introduced into Public Sewage treatment systems?

Public sewage treatment systems have about the same effectiveness with nitrate removal. (Poor to none).  The nitrates in sewage treatment plants leave with the treated effluent and literally all are discharged into Puget Sound.  There are about 100 systems currently discharging effluent into the sound (Examples: Seattle’s two major plants discharge 215 million gallons per day). Oak Harbor discharges 3.3 Million gal/day.  Coupeville discharges up to 400000 gal/day and Penn Cove Sewer up to100000 into Penn Cove.  NPDES permits are issued using “Dilution is the Solution “principles.  Nitrates are not limited.  Almost all Sewage Treatment systems are combined overflow systems (When it rains hard, raw sewage overflows into the sound! 
 Ref (City of Oak Harbor Wastewater Treatment Plant Site Evaluation 2007 pg 2 para 4;Typical-Penn Cove WWTP NPDES fact sheet summary; Seattle West Point WWTP NPDES Fact sheet pg 49 para 2-5) 
6. What is the trend of closures of Island County Shellfish Growing areas?  Are any areas threatened with closure?

Penn Cove was upgraded in 1995 from Prohibited to Conditionally Approved.  Holmes Harbor was downgraded in 2006 to Prohibited. S. Skagit Bay is threatened with downgrade (marginally meets current specification.  (Note proximity to Sewage treatment outfall)   ref WA Dept of Health Commercial and Recreational Shellfish Areas Report Jun 2009, pages 10-13
7. What are the primary sources of nitrates in ground water
The US Geological Survey attributes most to Agriculture (fertilizer) and livestock.

Minor sources are OSS, domestic animals, atmospheric contributions, even lightning.  
Ref. US Geological Survey National Water Quality Assessment Program pg 1 para 2
8. Why was the Island County OSS Management Plan created in its present form, given that it was totally focused on the nitrate “problem”?
The plan is a perfect bureaucratic solution. It avoids addressing the real issue of Wastewater Treatment Plant outfall pollution of the Sound (which is too hard) and gives the appearance of action.  At the same time it ensures a funding stream for Island County Health Department while only adding a data collection and training requirement to the staff .The working group that created it was heavily comprised of septic industry providers, the principle financial benefactors of the program.   Ref.  Island County OSS Management Plan Executive Summary pg 2 para 4.
9. Using the data presented to sell the program when it was presented at the Sept 2009 public hearing, when will the average Island County well reach federal drinking water nitrate limits?

The most pressing area would be shallow wells in CARA (critical aquifer recharge areas) where the limit will be reached in about 245 years.  Other areas range from 450 years to literally never (one graph shows declining concentrations!)  If the near term issue alarms you (245 years) it should be noted that the argument presumes that the cause is OSS contributions which are population dependent.  The limit will be reached when the Whidbey population approaches one million people.  Reference (See attached ICHD graphs)
10. What should be done?  
The Island County plan should be scrapped and redrawn in the light of day by a committee of concerned, knowledgeable, citizens.  The committee should not be fettered with a notion that blind implementation of state unfunded mandates is either desired or required. The committee should focus on identifying actual problem areas and formulating area specific solutions to those problems.  The “shotgun” approach that is the current plan will never be effective.
PAGE  
1

