“STORM WATER” 101

Contaminated “storm water”

 “Storm water” is rainwater that accumulates on the ground when more rain falls in a given period than the ground can absorb.  Depending on nature of the ground surface, the  “storm water” may or not pick up contaminates that are detrimental to the environment.  

Contaminates are a question of degrees.  Too much nitrogen in the water can be a problem; too little water-soluble nitrogen and plants suffer.  Trace minerals in water such as sulfur or boron are essential to plants.  Too strong a presence of trace minerals can be toxic.  “Storm water” in a ditch or stream may or may not be a cause for concern. Unless we know the chemical or biological makeup of the specific “storm water”, and know the contents of the “storm water” are at a level that is detrimental to plants, animals and fish or ground water, we cannot know what actions need to be taken.

In all the professional and community discussions up to this point, very little if any information has been developed to know what the storm water contaminate issues in San Juan County really are.  We are relying on data and studies conducted for “storm water” on the mainland.  How can we design and fund a plan to clean “storm water” if we don’t know what or how much of what needs to be cleaned from the “storm water” in San Juan County?

Flooding

A second problem identified “storm water” problem called out by County government is flooding.  By all observations, the “flooding” issues in San Juan County are minimal.   In San Juan County, surface water only has to traverse a short distance before it runs off our islands into the Georgia Basin.  Other counties do have real flooding issues where floodwaters are fed by giant watersheds that feed large river systems.  Our issues are primarily fixing some culverts and raising the height of some low spots on old roadbeds that are covered with water after heavy storm events.

Aquifer re-charge

There is a concern about recharge of the island’s aquifers.  To the extent we slow the progress of “storm water” reaching Puget Sound, we are more likely to keep our aquifers fully charged.  Existing general permitting requirements for water retention are a reasonable answer to this issue.  As to what is in the recharge water and if it is a problem or not, we do not know.  That would be useful information.  Before we get ourselves in a lather and charge off wily nilly to fix “storm water” and recharge, we should at least know what needs fixing.

Turbidity

Turbidity, suspended solids in runoff water is an issue where salmon and other fish spawn. Streams can become inundated with mud and the spawning areas smothered.  San Juan County does not have any salmon spawning streams except in the most minimal sense where fish have been planted.  Some express concern about runoff turbidity’s potential impact on near shore fish habitat or eelgrass habitat.  The natural replacement of sand, gravel and “fines” is essential to the maintenance of these near-shore environments.  If we remove the turbidity, these areas will suffer.  Again, it is a question of degrees.  We do not experience the major mudslide events that occur on the mainland that can be detrimental to fish habitat.  

Summary

Common sense says it is likely there is some level of contaminates in some of the island’s “storm water.”  Is the present or projected future level of contaminates an environmental concern?  We do not know and should find out.  We do have some minor flooding issues and recharging the island’s aquifers is important for our future drinking water needs.  There is little evidence to indicate the level of turbidity we have in our “storm water” will affect the spawning or foraging capabilities of the fish in our salt waters.

It appears that in today’s “environmentally progressive” political environment, hysteria about “storm water” ranks right up there with the witch-hunt of 1692-93 in Salem, Massachusetts where 150 people were imprisoned and 19 hanged.  Lets not get stampeded and tear up Eastsound and other areas with “storm water” projects before we understand the nature and extent of the problem we are trying to solve. 

The county government and our county citizens do not have unlimited financial resources.  We have lots of problems and issues’ including, but not limited to, housing that is no longer available and affordable for our middle class working families, limited resources for basic public safety and services and funding for our ferries.  We should use the financial resources we have wisely.  Our approach to what may need to be done specific to “storm water” needs to be in the context of what the real “storm water” issues and problems are in the islands.  The solutions in San Juan County should not be driven by data collected in the major cities, industrial areas and population centers on the mainland.
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