
FREE Classes & Events 

 
Backyard Conservation Stew-

ardship Short Course 

Wednesdays, March 21-April 25,  

6-8:30pm 

Learn the principles of how to 

create beautiful landscapes that 

benefit humans, animals, stream 

health, and the environment. 

One backyard at a time! Regis-

tration required. Contact Kristi 

Carpenter at 360-428-4313 or 

kristi@skagitcd.org 

 

Skagit Conservation District 

Native Plant Sale 

Saturday, April 14, 9am-1pm 

Get high quality, conservation-

grade plants at wholesale prices 

for your conservation-related 

project. Pre-order for the best 

selection. Plant lists and pre-

order forms available at   

http://skagitcd.org. 

 

 

Resources Available to You 
Get FREE and friendly help! 
 

Skagit Conservation District 

 FREE temporary fencing 

 Farm planning 

 Best management practices 
 Cost share 

 Native plants 

 Stormwater management 

http://www.skagitcd.org 

 

Natural Resources Stewardship  

Program 

FREE grant funds to:  

 fence out livestock 

 remove invasive plants 

 Replant native plants 

http://www.skagitcounty.net/NRSP 

 

Financial Assistance for Septic System 

Repair/Replacement 

If you can’t afford to repair or replace your 

septic system, Skagit County offers grants and 

loans to help you. Contact the Environmental 

Public Health Department at 360-416-1555. 

 

 

 

 

 

Watershed Art and Discovery 

Day 

Saturday, June 23, 11am-2pm 

Bring the kids for an afternoon 

of play, discovery, exploration, 

and art! Held at Padilla Bay    

Research Reserve. Details at 

http://skagitcleanwater.org 

 

Septic Systems 101 Online 

Learn the basics of owning and 

operating your septic system to 

keep it working well for as long 

as possible.  

http://www.skagitcounty.net/

septics101online 

 

Septic Systems 201 

Learn how to save money by 

inspecting your own septic sys-

tem (simple gravity systems on-

ly). Classes are taught several 

times a year. Join the wait list at: 

http://www.skagitcounty.net/

septics101online 

 
 

 

 

Postal Customer Address 

We need YOUR help to clean up the Samish River 

Skagit County Public Works Department                           
    1800 Continental Place 

Mount Vernon, WA 98273-5625 

CLEAN WATER IS EVERYONE’S RESPONSIBILITY 
Our work is not done, though. 

The analysis of water quality 

showed that we still have sig-

nificant fecal coliform prob-

lems in fall, mostly in October, 

and in the spring. Our team 

will be working hard during 

these seasons to identify po-

tential problems and contact-

ing landowners about them.  

 

As always, we appreciate all 

the work that you, the resi-

dents of the watershed, are 

doing to improve water quali-

ty, and we hope you will join 

us in continuing to work to 

reach our goal of safe water 

for everyone. 

Last fall, the Washington De-

partment of Health (DOH) 

took the opportunity to review 

the last three years of Samish 

River water quality results. We 

are very pleased to report that 

they found water quality has 

improved significantly. So much, 

in fact, that DOH has decided 

that the emergency closure cri-

teria we have been using since 

2008 needed to be updated to 

reflect the improvement. DOH 

made the changes in November 

of 2017. 

 

The entire Clean Samish Initia-

tive Team is very pleased about 

the changes that were made. In 

recent years, we have generally 

seen fewer pollution closures, 

and the closures we do have 

last for fewer days. All of this 

success is due to you and your 

neighbors doing the ongoing 

hard work of managing manure 

and septic systems.  

Improvements Lead to Updated Criteria 

Clean Samish Initiative 
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The Four Biggest Problems We Are Still Finding 
1. Horses and cows on 

fields too late into      

October and too early in 

spring. There may be 

grass to eat, but manure 

doesn’t have time to 

break down before the 

rains come, and hooves 

quickly turn wet        

pastures into a muddy 

mess that runs off into 

the nearest ditch. 

2. Overgrazed, muddy   

pastures. Pastures grazed 

to less than three inches 

reduces the nutrition of 

the grass, allows weeds 

to grow, and reduces the 

grass’ ability to filter run-

off. 

3. Fences set too close to 

ditches. Animals poop 

wherever they want. 

When they poop right 

next to the ditch, you can 

bet it’s going to wash into 

the ditch during the next 

storm. 

4. All the things we can’t 

see! We estimate that, at 

any one time, 1-3% of 

septic systems are failing, 

Homeowners are often         

surprised to learn they 

have a failure. Many fail-

ures can be prevented 

with regular mainte-

nance and inspections. 

Even dog poop in a yard  

can cause a water quality 

problem. To protect 

water quality, homeown-

ers must manage these 

“hidden” problems. 

Have you checked 

out our online  

water quality map? 

We’re pleased to     

announce you can now 

view Skagit County and 

partner agency results, 

including historical    

results, all on the same 

map. Find the map at 

www.skagitcounty.net/

cleanwater. 

The Samish River at   

Thomas Rd. 

This fence is set too close 

to the roadside ditch.  
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C L E A N  S A M I S H  I N I T I A T I V E  

Frequently Asked Questions 

Samish Bay Watershed Update 
2017 was a great year for the Clean 

Samish Initiative Team.  Water quality 

results continue to show improvement, 

especially in the Lower Samish River, 

Swede Creek, and Parsons Creek wa-

tersheds. The number of days the shell-

fish beds of Samish Bay have been 

closed has steadily dropped over the 

years (see graph below). 

A whopping 23 failed septic systems 

with surfacing sewage were found in 

the Samish watershed in 2017. Seven-

teen of those have been fixed, and the 

remaining failures are either in the pro-

cess of being fixed or waiting for drier 

weather, An additional 29 septic sys-

tems were found to have deficiencies 

that required some level of repair to 

function properly.  

During 2017, 

the CSI team 

discovered 

23 problems 

on 19 small 

and large 

farms in the 

Samish wa-

tershed that 

led to either 

manure   

directly run-

ning into 

waterways, 

or situations 

that were high risk for doing so. Fifteen 

problems were resolved. The majority of 

livestock problems we found involved 

horses or cows on pastures that were 

too wet, allowing mud and manure to 

build up and wash off in the next storm. 

 

In the upcoming year, we will focus our 

efforts on the Swede Creek and Butler 

Creek watersheds, as well as keep an 

eye on the rest of the watershed, track-

ing down sources when we find prob-

lems. You can always view water quality 

results on the web at 

www.skagitcounty.net/cleanwater. We 

update the map as soon as we receive 

data from the lab. In late February, we 

had a visit from Crush, the sewage-

sniffing dog, for another round of look-

ing for failed septic systems.  

 

Follow us on Facebook to get updates 

and see what we’re up to next! Find us 

at www.facebook.com/

skagitcountycleanwater.  

I don’t have many animals. 

How much could I really be 

contributing? 
 

You might be surprised to find 

out how many bacteria each 

kind of animal produces in a 

day. The table on the left 

shows how much a single    

animal can produce. On a rainy 

day, just one pile of poo near a 

ditch can contribute enough 

bacteria to exceed water quali-

ty standards many times over! 

 

Why don’t you do DNA 

testing? 
 

We tried using DNA tech-

niques (called “microbial 

source tracking”) in 2010, and 

we have been paying close  

attention as other counties try 

it. While the technique seems 

promising, there are problems 

that make the data unreliable. 

When we tested the method-

ology with known samples in 

2010, the results were not  

accurate. In addition, the   

technique was only able to tell 

us that human or ruminant  

bacteria were present, but not 

how much was coming from 

each source. For these reasons, 

the Washington Department of 

Ecology does not recommend 

using these methods. We may 

reconsider using these     

methods if the reliability of the 

testing improves.  
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and/or university extension experts to 

manage nutrients.  

 

To achieve a low risk winter application 

there is much to consider. 

  

Farmers will: 

 Look at the 24 and 72 hour weather 

forecast to avoid rainfall and saturated 

soils that could lead to run-off  

 Identify low risk fields that do not 

flood, do not have a waterbody nearby, 

are of a well drained soil type, and have 

healthy vegetation cover 

 Assess agronomy to determine what 

nutrients they are adding to the soil 

and later adjust fertilization levels to 

account for these nutrients 

 Use 80 foot seasonal (Nov.-Feb.) set-

backs.  

 

Questions? Call WSDA at (360) 354-

7421 

charge” and “you may not cause a 

substantial potential for discharge”. 

However, the RCW does not pro-

vide dates of when applications 

should occur, prescribe buffers or 

setbacks from waterways, or detail 

specific conditions on when manure 

applications can be made.   

 

This means a dairy can make a per-

fectly responsible and appropriate 

manure application in the middle of 

winter, as long as they’ve employed 

best management practices, demon-

strate agronomic benefit of the nutri-

ents, have an approved written farm 

plan  and the application of manure 

does NOT cause a discharge or po-

tential to pollute.    

 

A good nutrient manager uses the 

best available science and guidance 

from conservation districts, NRCS, 

 

New Science Provides a Promising Tool 

April through September it is quite 

common to see farmers applying 

dairy manure to field crops. It is less 

common to see winter manure appli-

cations. Why is this? 

 

Winter applications can be tricky 

due to wet field conditions and 

shorter weather windows. Most 

farmers opt to store their valuable 

nutrients until fields dry out and  

allow for easier application.  

 

Staff from Washington State Depart-

ment of Agriculture (WSDA)  Dairy 

Nutrient Management  Program  

often  receive public inquiries as to 

whether manure applications are 

allowed during the winter months.  

 

In a nutshell, the Dairy Nutrient 

Management Act (RCW 90.64) law 

says, “you may not cause a dis-

What’s the Scoop on Spreading Poop? 

In 2016, Skagit County partnered with 

the University of Washington, Tacoma 

on a project to try to identify different 

chemicals that could be used to deter-

mine if a source is from livestock. The 

project also continued work that was 

done with Kitsap County to identify 

chemicals that could be used to trace 

failing septic systems.  

 

Several chemicals have proven to be 

good tracers for human sewage, in-

cluding the artificial sweetener su-

cralose, the pain relievers acetamino-

phen and ibuprofen, ensulizole, which 

is found in sunscreens, along with sev-

eral other medications and common 

chemicals.  

 

Several chemicals have shown promise 

as tracers of livestock 

pollution,   including 

several feed additives, 

bloat guards, and 

medications.  

 

In 2018, we will be 

continuing to re-

search the usefulness 

of these livestock and 

human tracers with 

researchers at UW 

Tacoma, with the 

help of a grant from 

EPA and the Washington Depart-

ment of Health.   

 

Is this work going to be a magic   

bullet that will once and for all tell us 

exactly who is responsible for the 

pollution problems in the Samish 

watershed? Nope. But it is another 

new tool in the toolbox that we 

hope will help us become more effi-

cient at identifying sources.  

Dr. Andy James from the University of Washington      

collects samples in the Thomas Creek watershed. 


