
Freeland Community Meeting #3 
April 5, 2011

Recap of Community Discussion of Freeland Sewer and Water Reuse Project and Funding Options.

On Tuesday evening, April 5 2011, Freeland Water and Sewer District hosted a public meeting at the Trinity Lutheran Church Gymnasium to provide information and answer questions about the Freeland sewer and water reuse project.  More than150 members of the community attended the public meeting.

At 6:00 p.m. Freeland Water and Sewer District Commissioner Eric Hansen opened the meeting.  He noted that Freeland is a Non-Municipal Urban Growth Area (NMUGA) and to support that it needs sewer.  A sewer system has been in the planning phase for nine years.  He acknowledged that there is both strong support and opposition for the sewer.  Primarily, those opposed are concerned about the cost.  Mr. Hansen said that so far the District has been able to acquire property and carry through planning and project management activities without going to the private sector for funds.  However, this project needs to be a  private/public partnership.  A local improvement district (LID) is the best option for raising money from the private sector (individual property owners).  He said this meeting is partly in response to those questions and concerns raised recently about cost, equity issues (e.g. Phase 1/ Phase 2; business/residence), project design, or the validity of water quality issues discussed in conjunction with the project.  He said additional meetings will be planned to focus on specific topics.

Mr. Hansen then announced that, based on a preliminary study conducted by an LID special benefits appraiser, current real estate values in Freeland are not sufficient to support project costs.  Therefore, the commissioners have discussed in a workshop putting the LID formation on hold (a formal decision will be made at the April 11th District meeting).  He said the project isn’t dead and the LID is not off the table, but the District needs to come up with a lot more grant money to proceed with the project.  He noted the District still has an obligation to move forward with County planning efforts, which includes developing sewer capacity.  Therefore, he said, the District intends to spend the next months addressing questions it and the public has, and continuing efforts to go after grant monies.  He said that to secure grants it is important to show community support for the project, and for funders, an LID is a clear sign of community support. 

Mr. Hansen then introduced meeting facilitator, Bob Wheeler from Triangle Associates who introduced members of the consultant team, including Jim Santroch, Kevin Dour, Chet Ross, Katy Isaksen, and Barbara Nombalais.

Bob Wheeler then introduced Gary Hess, who is the District’s Engineer and project manager for the sewer project.  Mr. Hess presented information about the project status and why the project is needed – focusing primarily on water quality issues and the mandate of the Freeland sub-area plan.  He discussed the complexity associated with creating a sewer district from scratch and designing, funding, and constructing a sewer and water reuse system.  He also discussed the efforts that have been made to raise public sector funding – including a Dept. of Ecology grant and news that an appropriation may be available which would allow FWSD to begin the final design phase of the project.  By being able to finalize the design now (instead of having to wait for LID formation) the Project Team will have a more accurate assessment of project costs.  Mr. Hess discussed the District’s desire to continue the conversation with the community about the project in upcoming meetings.  He also suggested that in response to the community’s concerns about the project cost the District may conduct a value engineering study to look at cost reductions and review some key decisions made on the project scope.  That process could include community representatives.
Mr. Wheeler restated the news (for those who may have arrived late) that the LID formation is on hold.  He also acknowledged Island County Commissioner Helen Price Johnson, Keith Higman director of the Island County Health Department and Anthony Boscolo, senior planner for Island County Planning and Community Development who were in attendance.  

Mr. Wheeler then introduced Katy Isaksen of Katy Isaksen & Associates in Seattle.  Ms. Isaksen has 30 years of experience providing financial planning expertise to local governments and utilities. 
Ms. Isaksen presented information about the current funding landscape and the District’s efforts to find grants, appropriations and low interest loans in order to reduce costs to property owners.  Ms. Isaksen stated that two primary issues have the attention of federal/state funding programs – water quality in Holmes Harbor and the high cost of sewer to residents.  This has generated interest and support.  She cautioned that grant agencies want to see an LID formed before coming forward with additional funds.  She explained the different types of repayment mechanisms (LID assessment, connection charges, and monthly rates).   

Ms. Isaksen said that the District commissioners have committed to raising at least $10 million in grants (in addition to the $5.5 million already secured) to bring down project costs to be financed.  She then reviewed and explained the project costs (both with and without the $10 million in additional grants).  She acknowledged that people want to know what the project will cost them individually and that information is not yet available because the Preliminary Special Benefits Analysis (which precedes LID formation) was put on hold.  The best information available right now is an estimate of “average” costs based on ERUs (Equivalent Residential Units).  Ms Isaksen then reviewed low income assistance that may be available after an LID assessment comes out.

Mr. Wheeler then turned the meeting over to the audience for a question and comment period.  The following is a summation of the questions/comments raised (no recording devises were used so questions may not have been recorded completely or accurately). 

· Will Phase 2 customers pay the same costs as Phase 1 customers? (Isaksen: Phase 2 will pay at least as much as Phase 1.)
· Why is an LID term 15 years? Why not longer? (Isaksen: 15 years is typical for sewer.  It may be as long as 20 years and will depend on the final funding sources.)
· What will the Special Benefit Analysis (SBA) look for in appraising properties?  What’s the multiplier it will use for factoring highest and best use of land?  Are they using current zoning or zoning under the sub-area plan?  (Isaksen: The special benefit is determined by the increase in value of each property before and after sewer.)
· Comment that the current slate of three commissioners isn’t sufficient to manage such a big project and a request that the commissioners expand the board to five members.  

· Why is the amount of additional grant monies the commissioners pledged to raise only $10 million?  Why isn’t the goal 90 percent of project?  Concern expressed that if the LID is approved grant seeking would stop.  (Isaksen: That is not the case).

· Is Freeland’s Phase 1 area really expected to increase in population by 4,000 by 2020 (as reported in the newspaper)?  Is that 4,000 households or individuals? (Boscolo: 4,000 people.)
· Comment that the sewer project is predicated on sharing responsibility for pollution of Holmes Harbor because of  “failing” septic systs but that hasn’t been found to be accurate.  The only problems of failure are the Shell Gas Station and Payless Grocery store.  If we know of point sources, let’s mitigate them for a fraction of the cost of a sewer system.  (Higman:  There are documented problems with water quality that have not been identified to a single source. There will be another meeting focused solely on the topic of water quality issues). 

· Are cars causing the pollution in Holmes Harbor: (Higman:  The problems in Holmes Harbor are from fecal coli form bacteria not chemical contamination). 

· Aren’t tidal currents “sweeping” out Holmes Harbor?  

· What is the drainage for the Phase 2 area?

· How many on-site septic failures do we know of?

· Why not combine Phase 1 and 2 together? Wouldn’t it be more cost efficient?   

· At what point will I know what my cost is?  If I don’t know what my cost is, how can I know whether to support this?  (Hess:  Until the SBA is complete, we won’t know).

· Will there be a Phase 2 LID?  (Hess:  We don’t have a plan for implementing Phase 2. Those properties will come into the system when they choose to.  If a developer wants to develop there will be a developer extension agreement. Or if several properties want to join the sewer they could form their own LID.)  Does that mean there will be multiple LIDs in Phase 2?  (Hess: There could be more than 1.)
· I put a lot of money into landscaping.  Will I lose all that if I have to put in a STEP system?  (Hess: This is an example of how hard it is to estimate average onsite costs.  The on-site STEP conversion cost is an estimate taking into account the variability of each site.  We won’ t know specific costs for individual properties until we get on the property and scope out the situation)

· What does the $10,000 average include?  (Hess:  Cost includes converting from septic to a STEP system on each property and sewer hookup [STEP pumping system, control panel, electrical connection, and service line to main sewer]).
· Comment from Rick Delmonte that he’s written a 10 page letter to media and state Attorney General which claims the District is misrepresenting the facts based on his review of TetraTech’s technical reports and District correspondence, comparing the info in the technical reports to the reports being told to federal government and asking for a stop work order to be issued.  

· Comment from John Chaffins that he’s working with property owners who are protesting LID formation and that so far the protest base is 10 to 1 against the sewer. 

· Comment from Andy Pringle that residents of Freeland need to decide what they want Freeland to look like and whether an Urban Growth Area right for Freeland.  Sewer will lead to explosive growth and the way to kill the UGA is to kill the sewer system. (Anthony Boscolo clarified that Freeland was designated an NMUGA in 2007, so that decision has already been made).
Bob Wheeler then called on County Commissioner Helen Price Johnson who spoke commending the commissioners for their decision to delay LID formation and commended the public for showing up and engaging in the conversation.  She said the community has the expertise to help solve this problem. She encouraged Freelanders to come together as a community and be patient until we get the information we need to decide how to move forward.

Meeting was adjourned at 8:20 p.m.

