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Note:  The purpose of the discussion papers in this series is to provide a range of strategy options to start discussions for possible solutions for some key growth and quality of life issues.  Ideas represented in each paper have been written by agency staff and do not necessarily reflect the department’s position.

Health and safety

Introduction

Washington is among the fastest growing states in the nation.  Smart Growth efforts can help the state prepare for natural disasters and retain its clean supply of air and water.

Background

While Washington State’s climate, topography, and geology provide its citizens with beautiful scenery and abundant natural resources, this same environment is the basis for frequent, widespread, natural hazard events.  Over the years, these events have threatened or done extensive damage throughout the state.  Natural and technological hazards are many and varied, according to the Washington State Hazard Identification Vulnerability Analysis.  When people and development inundate the areas where hazards exist, a potential problem is created.  As the population and built environment of the state grows, so does the risk to people, property, and the environment from these many hazards. 

Much of the state’s hazard mitigation efforts come about after a disaster.  For example, when a house built in the floodplain is eventually flooded, the applied mitigation might take the form of elevating it above flood level, or purchasing the property and returning the land to public use.  This is an expensive process. 

Applying a hazard mitigation strategy that prevents loss and disruption is a more cost-effective alternative.  Effective hazard mitigation can take place through planning and land use policies.  For example, under the Growth Management Act (GMA), new structures are to be prohibited or limited in frequently flooded and geographically hazardous areas.

To be an effective hazard mitigation tool, Smart Growth needs to take into consideration the state’s many hazards.  The public’s safety and welfare can only be ensured when development is not allowed to encroach in areas prone to flooding, erosion, and other hazards, or when building codes are adopted to ensure people and property are sufficiently protected when they do build in hazardous areas.  For Smart Growth, the principles of hazard mitigation can be applied at a fraction of the cost we will eventually spend on recovery, reconstruction, and mitigation.  

Other health and safety issues include ensuring that our air and water supplies are clean.  Providing safe, reliable supplies of drinking water requires significant investment in capital facilities, planning, training, monitoring, and professional management.  However, current funding by local, state, and federal agencies does not meet the projected needs of public water systems and/or the state.  In order to ensure water is safe from both biological (coliforms, giardia, cryptosproidium, etc.) and chemical (arsenic, lead, nitrates, etc.) contaminants, Smart Growth efforts need to invest in appropriate facilities and professional management of public water systems.

Nonpoint sources of contamination from various human and animal activities effect the state’s water supply.  These wastes carry bacteria and viruses and are rich in nutrients.  On-site systems, such as septic tanks, effectively treat sewage in areas not served by municipal treatment plants when properly designed, sited, installed, operated, and maintained.  However, improperly functioning systems can pollute groundwater, lakes, streams, and Puget Sound.  Failure rates for on-site sewage systems vary considerably, but generally range from 10 to 25 percent.

A number of recent initiatives are improving the performance and management of on-site sewage systems.  For example, state regulations require local jurisdictions develop programs that ensure on-site systems are properly operated and maintained.  

Efforts to control animal wastes are largely voluntary, with an emphasis on education.  The Dairy Nutrient Management Act of 1998 created a new program within the Department of Ecology to manage dairy wastes.  This program uses a cooperative process of registration, inspection, and technical assistance to control farm wastes generated by the state's commercial dairies.  All dairy farms are required to develop an approved dairy nutrient management plan by July 1, 2002.

Stormwater poses a serious threat to salmon, fish, and other aquatic organisms and to their habitat.  Sediments and the toxic contaminants in stormwater pollute and degrade rivers, streams, and Puget Sound.  High flows during storms can wash away important fish and other aquatic habitat or smother it with sediment.  Combined sewers, which carry sewage and stormwater to treatment plants, often overflow during heavy storms, releasing this material into surface waters and Puget Sound.  Although problems related to stormwater are pervasive and much remains to be done, state and local governments and businesses have taken significant steps to reduce damage caused by stormwater.

Municipal and industrial facilities discharge contaminants into the state’s lakes, rivers, streams, and into Puget Sound.  While efforts to control and treat pollutants are proving successful, keeping pace with increasing wastewater production from the region's growing population is a difficult task.  Toxic pollutants are a great threat to the waters of the state, especially those that exist long enough to accumulate and cause harm and those that concentrate in sediments and organisms that pass through the food chain. 

In the early 1990s, Washington State failed to meet federal air quality standards once every seven days. By comparison, air quality now fails to meet the standards only about six times a year throughout the state.  Despite these improvements, Washington only narrowly meets clean-air standards, especially in more-populated counties, according to the Air Quality Program of the Washington State Department of Ecology.  Several trends could worsen the state's air quality:  the number of all sources of air pollution increases with population growth; sport utility vehicles and light trucks make up an increasing share of the vehicles on the road and they create more pollution; and the miles motor vehicles are driven tends to increase faster than the population. 

Water and air pollution problems increase with continued growth and development.  Smart Growth efforts focus on better development patterns and practices that can help improve environmental quality.

Strategy options
Here are some ideas that could be considered as part of a local, regional, or statewide strategy for Smart Growth.

A. Local governments could improve their hazard reduction strategies by adopting a natural hazard reduction element in their comprehensive plans.

B. CTED and the Emergency Management Division of the Washington State Military Department could offer workshops on natural hazard reduction strategies.

C. Local governments could do a more effective job of prohibiting or limiting development in floodplains and floodways.

D. Local critical areas ordinances could be updated with more stringent regulations for development in areas prone to landslides and other natural hazards.

E. The Legislature could authorize the state to certify that critical areas ordinances meet certain minimum standards.

F. Capital facilities investments could be increased to deal with water quality issues, including drinking water and wastewater treatment.

G. Comprehensive plans prepared under the GMA could be better coordinated with public water system and wastewater planning documents. 

H. State programs responsible for GMA plan reviews could be better funded.  State agencies are not adequately staffed to ensure the public’s interest in health and safety through review and comments on GMA comprehensive plans and development regulations.

I. Efforts could be stepped up to reduce and ultimately eliminate harm from wastes generated by existing and future on-site sewage systems.

J. Comprehensive stormwater programs could be adopted in all urban areas in a phase-in manner.
K. Local governments and businesses could step up their efforts on commute trip reduction to help improve air quality.

Possible performance measures
One or more measures could be used to track Smart Growth successes in providing for health and safety.  Examples include:

1. Reduction in flood damage to private property.

2. Number of local critical areas ordinances that use “best available science.”

3. Meeting instream flows, fish recovery goals, environmental needs, and human potable water supplies (including for growth, economic development, and agriculture).  

4. Number of local governments with on-site sewage system programs.

5. Reduction in vehicle miles traveled per capita.

6. Number of shellfish beds closed to harvest.

Comments on the above topic are welcomed and should be addressed to Shane Hope, Managing Director, Growth Management Program, Washington State Community, Trade and Economic Development, PO Box 48300, Olympia, WA  98504-8300, web: http://smartgrowth.wa.gov, or by e-mail at juliek@cted.wa.gov.
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