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Skagit County’s Pollution Identification and Correction (PIC) Program is a partnership between state and
local agencies, tribes, local non-governmental organizations, shellfish growers, and private citizens.
Skagit County is the lead agency for the program. We are dedicated to protecting the public from
waterborne illness by reducing the levels of fecal bacteria in the rivers and creeks of Skagit County. The
PIC Program has been operating since 2010, and has successfully reduced bacterial pollution in several

watersheds in Skagit County.

Water quality monitoring is the core of any PIC
Program. Traditionally, sampling sites are identified
near the confluence of streams and are monitored on
a regular basis. Where high levels of fecal bacteria are
found, source identification sampling (sometimes
referred to as “bracket sampling”) occurs upstream to
identify where the pollution is coming from. Staff then
follow up by visiting nearby property owners to
identify the source of pollution, and work with them
to correct any problems that are found. Common
sources include pets, leaking septic systems, livestock
such as horses, cows, and pigs, and wildlife.

Thanks to our partnerships with other organizations,
we are able to offer resources solve problems that
property owners may have. With the help of partners
like the Skagit Conservation District, the Skagit County
Public Health Department, Craft3 Clean Water Loans, and Skagit Fisheries Enhancement Group, we can
offer low-interest loans and grants for septic system repairs or replacements, free and confidential farm
assessments by trained farm planners, assistance with farm management, and financial assistance for
fencing, invasive plant removal, native plantings, and other projects.

A graphic representation of all aspects of the PIC Program is presented in Figure 2.
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Areas of focus

The Samish Bay watershed has been the major focus of the PIC Program since its inception (Figure 3).
Over 4,000 acres of commercial shellfish beds are located in Samish Bay. Shellfish are filter feeders and
can accumulate fecal bacteria and other pollutants that can make people sick.
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In the fall of 2009, the Washington State
Department of Ecology (Ecology) completed a
study on fecal coliform bacteria pollution in
Samish Bay, along with a plan for reducing the

level of bacteria. The PIC Program has been
working to implement that plan since 2010. The
Samish River and its tributaries continue to be a
major focus of the program.

In 2015, the program expanded to include the
Padilla Bay watershed. This watershed includes
151 acres of commercial shellfish beds, along with
a popular beach at Bay View State Park that was
regularly closing every summer due to water
polluted by fecal bacteria.

The PIC Program also responds to reports of

problems throughout Skagit County as time and
resources allow.

Progress in 2019

In the Samish watershed, 21 small farm properties were identified with conditions that could lead to
pollution (Figure 4). Fourteen of those were at high risk of causing pollution. Six sites were ranked as
lower priority sites due to either a low likelihood of significant pollution reaching a waterway or recent
sampling showed no significant pollution. These sites will receive outreach materials that we produce
over the next year. One small farm was put on a watch list for next year.

Pollution problems were resolved on 14 properties in the Samish watershed. Several of the properties
with resolved problems were first identified in 2015 and 2016, highlighting how long it can take to get
best management practices on the ground, especially when property owners choose to take advantage
of financial assistance available.

In the Padilla watershed, six small farm properties were identified with conditions that could lead to
pollution such as muddy, overgrazed pastures and animals with access to ditches. We also continued to
work on several sites that were identified in previous years. We’ve resolved problems on three sites.
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During 2019, Skagit County’s
Onsite Septic Program sent
inspection reminders to the
owners of nearly 5,400 septic
systems that were overdue for
inspection throughout the
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Area of interest Number of repairs
Samish Bay 11
Padilla Bay 2
South Skagit Bay 21
Greater Skagit County 12

A significant new challenge that has emerged in recent years is identifying the source of pollution in
areas where we find no obvious septic or agricultural sources of pollution and few or no high-risk
situations that would cause the pollution we see in the waterways. These areas include those that drain
to the South Edison pump station, Butler Creek, Swede Creek, upper Joe Leary Slough, and Little Indian
Slough.

We have begun working with the EPA Manchester Laboratory on a two-year project to use microbial
source tracking (MST, sometimes called DNA testing) to identify sources of bacterial pollution in several
areas where we have been unable to pinpoint the source. This method uses DNA from bacteria unique
to the digestive systems of dogs, cattle, ruminants, and humans to indicate where pollution might be
coming from. In the first year (the 2019-2020 rainy season), we are focusing on Swede Creek, Thomas
Creek, and upper Joe Leary Slough. In the second year, we will focus on Edison Slough drainages, Friday
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Creek, and Willard Creek. Results from the study will be available several months after the final sample
collection.

In 2019, we also completed 1-year project with the University of Washington, Tacoma’s Center for
Urban Waters (UW). The project was a continuation of work we started in 2015 to look for chemicals in
the water that could indicate the source of pollution. By looking at all chemicals found in samples from a
specific source (such as sewage), we were able to develop a “signature” or “fingerprint” of chemicals
that are unique to that specific source. This signature can then be compared to samples taken from
polluted waterways to understand better where pollution is coming from. To date, the UW has
developed unique signatures for sewage, dairy manure, and road runoff. Beginning in 2020, we will work
with the UW to test the method in places where we’ve had trouble pinpointing the source of pollution.
We will also work toward developing a signature that’s unique to dog poop, because we believe that
dogs are a significant source of fecal pollution in some of our trouble spots. For more information on
this project, download the Chemical Tracers Study 2019 Update at bit.ly/CleanWaterNews.

Education & Outreach

Education and outreach is a major part of our PIC Program. Skagit County Clean Water staff regularly
talk with local news outlets, send mailings, attend events, and manage Facebook, YouTube, and
NextDoor social media accounts. Our goal is to update the public about our activities and inspire
behavior change for clean water. We also work with other organizations such as Skagit Fisheries
Enhancement Group, Coastal Volunteer Partnership, Skagit Conservation District, Skagit Conservation
Education Alliance, and Washington State University Extension to ensure that our messages are being
shared by a variety of trusted information sources. Quarterly meetings are held with our education and
outreach partners to foster collaboration on messaging to the public.

Figures 5 and 6 show highlights of our traditional and social media outreach in 2019. The PIC Program
attended three events including the Skagit River Salmon Festival and Mount Vernon Science Night.
Newsletters were mailed to approximately 6,300 residents in the Samish and Padilla watersheds. We
produced six videos on PIC topics (along with two other videos on other aspects of our Clean Water
Program). In addition, we continue to stock pet waste bags at ten pet waste stations around the Samish
watershed.

Through a partnership with the Washington Department of Agriculture and Whatcom Conservation
District, state and local agencies can share their fecal coliform water quality results on a single online
map. Skagit County has been sharing water quality data on the map since 2017. The map has
revolutionized our ability to visualize the data, and has been an excellent public outreach tool. It can be
found at http://arcg.is/1irH8i0.

Throughout 2019, we continued to promote our grant-funded PoopSmart campaign, designed to use
social marketing tools to encourage residents to change their behaviors to improve water quality. The
campaign takes a lighthearted approach in order to attract attention to the subject. The PoopSmart
website (poopsmart.org) is the centerpiece of the campaign, and serves as a central location for links to
information from multiple agencies. The site is available in Spanish and English. In 2019, posters, social
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media posts on NextDoor, Facebook, and Twitter accompanied the website. Four videos advertised on
online streaming services also promoted the website.

The PoopSmart page was visited over 7,700 times in 2019. With the help of advertisements on
Facebook, our message has reached more than 32,000 people in and around Skagit County. Our
Facebook following increased by 45% in 2019, and our PoopSmart posts were shared more than 500
times on Facebook and Twitter. The four PoopSmart videos, advertised on streaming services and on
Facebook, have been viewed more than 271,000 times. All of this work has earned us a significant
amount of media attention — eight articles in print media, three television news stories, and five radio
stories.

We are currently evaluating the effectiveness of the PoopSmart campaign. Early indications suggest that
it has been successful. A review of data in April 2019 showed that in areas where the county was not
doing any other outreach or enforcement, the septic inspection rate increased by 48%. Septic program
staff also report that they are receiving less resistance from homeowners when they enforce septic
inspection requirements. Additionally, the Skagit Conservation District has reported that they have more
people coming through their doors seeking help.

With the help of the earned media coverage, the campaign has gotten people talking about poop
problems in the county in a way they never have before. Thanks to our social media presence, we’re
also having more direct conversations with residents over social media about poop than ever before.
These conversations give us the opportunity to discuss topics like why we are less concerned about
wildlife, how a septic system works, and many other poop-related topics. Direct conversations also
provide an opportunity to counter misinformation in the community. These conversations have given us
valuable insights that have helped to shape our outreach, such as the realization that many people
believe dog poop is a good fertilizer, and thus is ok to leave in places where nobody will step in it.

We plan to continue to expand the PoopSmart outreach campaign into 2020. Plans for new materials
currently include creation of radio advertisements, continued advertising with additional content
created from existing resources, continued creation of posts on social media, and attendance at the
Skagit County Fair.

This project has been funded wholly or in part by the United States Environmental Protection Agency under assistance
agreement PC01J18001-0 to the Washington Department of Health. The contents of this document do not necessarily
reflect the views and policies of the Environmental Protection Agency, nor does mention of trade names or commercial
products constitute endorsement or recommendation for use.



