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Non-Point Pollution:  A Problem We All Share
We are all familiar with pollution sources that can be observed: smoke coming out of a factory smokestack, oil seeping from a hole in a tanker, or sewage pouring out of a pipe.  There is another source of pollution, however, that is just as dangerous, but not usually seen or noticed by the casual observer. This is the pollution that is created from our everyday activities, whether as a household, business or farm. We call this pollution non-point pollution. This is pollution that cannot be traced back to a single origin or source.  It is also a very big concern in the Puget Sound region, where pollution is threatening the health of our fish, shellfish and marine mammals, and killing the habitat and food sources on which they depend. 
Where Does Non-Point Pollution Come From?
Much of the most dangerous non-point pollution comes from our home, and the biggest culprit is our septic system.  With proper maintenance, inspections and regular pumping, a septic system will work well and does little to harm the environment. When not maintained or pumped, a failed system can be a source of raw sewage. Besides being a health hazard, this sewage can be carried from your yard to the Sound during heavy rains. Human waste, though, is not all that leaks from a failed system. We often put chemicals into our septic system: washing machine and dishwasher soaps and additives, bleaches, cleansers, disinfectants from hand soaps and water softener treatments. Pharmaceuticals and their chemical compounds enter our septic tank when they pass through our bodies and are eliminated with our other wastes, or when outdated medicines are dumped into the toilet. When combined with thousands of other failed septic systems around the region, all adding their contribution of raw sewage and chemicals, the cumulative effect can take a serious toll on the health of our marine ecosystem. 
Other household practices also add to the non-point pollution that enters the Sound. We have many impervious surfaces around our homes. Driveways, paved walkways and patios help channel the water that would normally have soaked into the ground into drains, gutters or swales, all leading to the shoreline. Washing your car on a driveway can contribute to this pollution, as can ignoring an oil or coolant leak, since whatever chemicals are on your driveway will eventually be carried away by the rains. Tight lines that carry runoff from your gutters and downspouts down to the beach also carry chemicals from your roofing materials, including moss killers and fire retardants.  Excess chemicals in your garden and yard, such as pesticides, herbicides and fertilizers, may be carried off during a heavy rain. Dumping yard waste onto the beach carries not only the chemicals from that waste, but the nitrogen caused by decomposing organic matter. Domestic animal poop in your yard, whether from dogs or cats, adds to this pollution.  And when you take your boat out for a spin, pollution can range from the oils and lubricants in your motor to the gas you pour into your motor while on the boat. 
Farms, schools, golf courses and businesses also contribute to our non-point pollution. They may be fewer in number when compared to households, but make a larger contribution due to their size. 
How You Can Minimize Your Pollution Contribution
One of the first steps that can be taken to minimize the amount of non-point pollution you contribute to your beach is during construction or remodeling. Driveways, sidewalks and patios all help to channel rain water towards the beach, along with the chemicals the water picks up along the way. There are several low-impact development steps you can take during construction to minimize this impact. One is the use of pavers instead of concrete or asphalt, as the water can percolate into the soil between the pavers instead of running off in sheets. Another is through the use of new permeable pavements that allow water to soak through. These should be available through local sources. For more information on these products, you can check the website of PATH at http://www.toolbase.org/techinv/techDetails.aspx?technologyID=98
Other information on Low Impact Development products and innovations can be seen at http://www.toolbase.org/secondaryT.asp?TrackID=&CategoryID=1873  Puget Sound Action Team also has a wealth of information on Low-Impact Development that can be found on their website. This includes information on a tour of Snoqualmie Gourmet Ice Cream Company’s Low Impact Development on Wednesday, July 19, 2006: http://www.psat.wa.gov/Programs/LID.htm 

A slight change in your daily household practices can also go a long way towards reducing your contribution to non-point pollution. Have your septic system inspected and pumped on a regular basis, and keep in mind what you put into the tank. Human waste, toilet tissue, and normal bathing and washing wastewater should be all that goes into the tank. Do not use septic tank additives advertised on the TV and radio; they do not do a thing to help your system. Avoid chemicals when scrubbing your sink or toilet; natural alternatives are cheaper and work just as well, but do not harm your system. Do NOT clean paintbrushes in your utility sink; latex paint residue clogs your system, and paint thinners will kill the helpful bacteria in your system. Do not pour old pharmaceuticals or other chemicals down the drain or into the toilet; these also kill helpful bacteria, and may eventually make their way to the Sound or to your groundwater. 

Changing your outdoor behavior can also help keep our Sound healthy. When cleaning the driveway, use a broom, not a hose or pressure washer. Taking your car to the carwash is best, but if you wash your car or boat by hand, do it over the grass, not the driveway. If you change your own oil, use a proper oil change receptacle and take it to an auto parts store or the Transfer Station to recycle the oil. When filling your boat motor with gas, don’t do it over your driveway, and DON’T do it over the water! Use a proper funnel to minimize spillage. Don’t pour old paint, thinners or other chemicals onto the ground or into storm drains; take them to the Transfer Station for proper and safe disposal. 

If at all possible, channel your downspout runoff onto the ground. Only channel it through tight lines leading to the beach if you have a situation where having it soak into the ground will add a destabilizing amount of weight to your bluff during heavy rains. If you have a pool or hot tub, do not drain it in a way that the old water will make its way to the Sound. Water in pools and hot tubs is often chlorinated, and the chlorine can kill the shellfish and other marine life on your beach.

In the garden and yard, minimize the amount of pesticides, herbicides and fertilizers you use.  Follow directions and use sparingly. Use organic time-release fertilizers if available. Never use chemicals before a rainstorm. Compost and mulch when possible, and use a mulching mower if you have a lawn. Let your lawn go “brown” during the summer; it will rebound in the fall. Don’t use plastic sheeting in your garden for weed control, as it will channel water in the same way concrete does. Instead, use burlap or a porous garden cloth material. Replace lawns with drought-resistant native plants where possible; this will reduce your need for chemicals and watering.  And whenever you find animal poop in your yard or garden, put it into a plastic bag and toss it into the garbage.
Schools, Golf Courses, Farms and Businesses
Farms have special circumstances that need to be taken into consideration. Soil that is washed off fields into nearby streams and then into the marine waters can cloud the water.  This may reduce the sunlight available to aquatic plants, and could smother forage fish eggs on the beach. Chemicals and nutrients that are attached to the soil also wash into the water, causing algal blooms which deplete the oxygen in the water. Farmers and ranchers can reduce this sedimentation by applying management practices that control the runoff water flow and volume, keeping the soil in place and out of the streams.  When a large number of farm animals are present, animal waste can be a problem, potentially causing water quality contamination and depleting oxygen from the marine environment. Storing and managing wastewater and runoff with a proper waste management system can significantly reduce this pollution source. Overuse of irrigation water can also be a problem in causing erosion, as well as transporting chemicals and nutrients to the Sound. Increased efficiency can be realized by measuring actual crop needs and only using that amount of water. Higher efficiency equipment is also a good choice. In trying to minimize the amount of pesticides, farmers can use Integrated Pest Management (IPM) techniques. These encourage natural barriers, limiting pesticide use.  Farmers who are looking for assistance in reducing their output of non-point pollution through Best Management Practices can usually turn to their Conservation District for expert help. The Snohomish Conservation District helps farmers on Camano and in Snohomish County; information on what they offer can be seen at http://www.snohomishcd.org/long_range_plan.htm.  The Whidbey Conservation District helps farmers on Whidbey, and can be seen at http://www.whidbeycd.org/.  With the exception of animals, many of the same problems experienced with farms are also present with golf courses and schools. 
Businesses contribute to non-point pollution in much the same way households do, and can minimize their contributions through similar methods. One large difference, though, is that many businesses have large expanses of pavement for parking, including storm drains that flow to the Sound. One alternative is to use permeable pavement where possible, minimizing the amount of runoff into storm drains that carry all of the cumulative dripped oil and antifreeze from the hundreds to thousands of cars that park in the lot between rains. At Bayview Corner near Langley on Whidbey Island, a permeable parking lot was made using a mix similar to concrete, but with no sand. Air spaces in the pavement allow water to pass into the soil underneath. Charity or benefit car washes should also think twice about using a paved business parking lot, as the chemicals from the cars and soap will eventually make it into the storm drains and out to the Sound. If carwashes must be held, they should use the lawns next to the parking lot, where the water can soak into the ground, and preferably use organic or “safe” soaps. 
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Calendar of Events
Saturday, July 29: A DAY ON THE PRAIRIE
Smith Farm, Coupeville. Join the staff and volunteers of Washington State University (WSU) Extension at this fun-filled family event and fundraiser in the biggest barn on Whidbey Island, overlooking Ebey’s Landing. Historical tours, farm visits and classes include: Clamming on the Beach, Penn Cove Shellfish Company Tour, Admiralty Head Lighthouse and Ft. Casey Tour, History of Island County Agriculture, Birds of the Prairie, Lavender Wind Farm Tour and Whidbey Ancestors Lying About Cemetery Tour just to name a few. There will also be prairie games and other kids’ activities. We will finish off the day with a BBQ supper featuring locally-grown, grass-fed beef, with beverages available at our beer & wine garden. Then we will kick up our heels at a barn dance with the “Tasty Rock & Cookin’ Blues” of the Coyote Blues Band. This is a fundraiser for WSU Extension, with a generous local contributor matching every dollar earned! 1-5 pm, tours and classes, $20 per person; prairie games and kids activities $10 per child 12 and under; 5-7 pm BBQ supper, $20 adult, $10 child 12 and under; 7-10 pm barn dance $25 couple, $15 single, $5 kids 6-18, 5 and under free. Smith Farm is located at 399 S. Ebey Road, Coupeville.
For information or to sign up for classes, go to www.island.wsu.edu or call 360-240-5558.
To view archived copies of past Shore Stewards Newsletters, go to www.shorestewards.org
Island County Shore Stewards is a program of the WSU Beach Watchers, and is supported by the Washington State University Extension in Island County and the Island County Marine Resources Committee, with grants from the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife, Puget Sound Action Team, the Salmon Recovery Funding Board, Northwest Straits Commission, the Washington State Department of Ecology, and the Camano Island Watershed Management Program.

Website: www.shorestewards.org
email: shorestewards@wsu.edu
Contact: Shore Stewards Coordinator Scott Chase at schase@wsu.edu, or phone

360-629-4522, ext. 6012 (Camano), 360-321-5111, ext. 6012 (South Whidbey), or

360-678-5111 (North/Central Whidbey). 

