Reply To
Attn OF: WD- 133

VEMORANDUM

SUBJECT: Sol e Source Aquifer Determ nation: Central Pierce
County Aquifer System-- ACTI ON MEMORANDUM

FROM Charles E. Findley
Director, Water Division

TO Gerald A Em son
Acting Regi onal Adm nistrator

PURPOSE OF THE ACTI ON

Water Division is submtting for your approval a sole source
aqui fer determ nation package for the Central Pierce County
Aqui fer System |l ocated in the State of Washi ngton

Based on our analysis of geol ogic, hydrol ogic, econom c, and
public health factors, | recommend that you sign the attached
Federal Register notice (Attachment 1) thereby designating the
Central Pierce County Aquifer Systemas a sole source aquifer

1. BACKGROUND

Aut hority pursuant to Section 1424(e) of the Safe Drinking
Water Act as foll ows:

"If the Adm nistrator determ nes, on his own initiative
or upon petition, that an area has an aquifer which is
the sole or principal drinking water source for the
area and which, if contam nated, would create a
significant hazard to public health, he shall publish
notice of that determination in the Federal Register.
After the publication of any such notice, no comm tnent
for federal financial assistance (through a grant,
contract, | oan guarantee, or otherw se) nmay be entered
into for any project which the Adm ni strator determ nes
may contam nate such aquifer through a recharge zone so
as to create a significant hazard to public health, but




a commtnment for federal assistance may, if authorized
under anot her provision of |law, be entered into to plan
or design the project to assure that it will not so
contam nate the aquifer."”

On June 23, 1987, the Environnmental Protection Agency (EPA)
Regi on 10 Adm nistrator received a petition fromthe D rector of
Health for the Tacoma-Pierce County Health Departnent. The
petition, which was forwarded to the Ofice of G ound Water (now
the G ound Water Section), requested that EPA designate the
"Cl over/ Chanbers Creek Aquifer", an area of approximately 144
square mles of central Pierce County, as a sole source aquifer
under Section 1424(e) of the Safe Drinking Water Act. On
July 29, 1987, EPA requested additional information fromthe
Heal th Departnent. A revised petition was submtted to EPA on
February 1, 1988. On February 24, 1988, EPA sent the Health
Department a |letter which acknow edged that the petition was
consi dered conplete, and that the technical review phase woul d
begi n.

EPA' s eval uation of the petition determ ned that the
request ed boundaries were technically flawed. EPA then proposed
new | arger boundaries consistent with national guidance on sole
source aqui fer designations. After sonme delay, the Health
Depart nent becane supportive of the proposed boundaries. (See
CONTROVERSI AL | SSUES for additional discussion of the boundary
i ssue).

In order to obtain public coment on the proposed
designation, the Water Division issued a Public Notice that was
publ i shed in the Tacoma Morning News Tribune on April 22, 1993.
The Notice was also distributed by mail to various federal,
state, tribal, and local officials. The Notice stated that a
public hearing would be held if sufficient interest were
expressed to EPA by May 25, 1993, and that a public coment
period would remain open until June 15, 1993. Region 10
al so issued a press release with simlar information on
April 23, 1993.

EPA did not receive any requests to hold a public hearing
before the period expired and the hearing was cancelled. A
| etter received on June 11, 1993, fromthe Chair of the Tacona-
Pierce County Board of Health requested a 30 day extension of the
public conment period and EPA participation in an informal public
meeting to hear concerns frominterested parties about the
i npacts of the designation on the community. 1In response to this
request, EPA issued a second Public Notice on June 18, 1993, that
extended the public comment period until July 19, 1993. EPA also
participated in an informal public nmeeting in Tacoma arranged by
the Health Departnent on July 14, 1993.



I'11. DESCRI PTION OF THE CENTRAL PI ERCE COUNTY AQUI FER SYSTEM

Note: Sone information in this section represents an
unf oot noted summary fromthe "Support Docunent for Sol e Source
Aqui fer Designation of the Central Pierce County Aquifer Systent,
EPA 910/ R-93-001, prepared by the EPA Region 10 G ound \Water
Section (Attachnment 2).

The Central Pierce County Aquifer System consists primrily
of unconsol i dated sedi ments deposited by gl aciers and associ at ed
mel twater during the Quaternary Period. The ground water noves
regionally toward the Puget Sound and river valleys that
constitute the aquifer system boundaries. Locally, the direction
and gradi ent of ground water novenent can vary dramatically from
the overall regional trend.

Depth to ground water varies fromzero to hundreds of feet.
Deep wells drilled within the area penetrate nultiple productive
aqui fers of perneable glacial outwash separated by relatively
i nper neabl e aquitards of glacial till or non-glacial sedinents.
The degree of hydrol ogi ¢ connection between individual aquifer
units can vary greatly.

Subsurface di sposal of waste and wastewater is the chief
threat to ground water quality over much of the aquifer system
The Tacona-Pi erce County Heal th Departnent has identified
i ndi vidual and community septic systens, disposal of urban
stormnvater, and solid waste landfills as principal concerns.

Al t hough concentrations of nonpoint contam nants (such as nitrate
and chloride) are still generally bel ow dri nking water standards,
t hey have increased significantly over tine throughout parts of
the aqui fer system Man-induced contam nati on whi ch has exceeded
dri nki ng water standards has been docunmented in sone industrial
and commrerci al areas, several of which have been selected for

cl ean-up under the Superfund Program

The sol e source aquifer boundaries are primarily surface
wat er boundaries |ocated in | ow and areas that have eroded
downwar d t hrough aquifer systemglacial materials and which
recei ve discharging ground water fromthe aquifer system The
Puget Sound forns the western boundary of the aquifer system
The Puyal lup River fornms the northern boundary and al so the
eastern boundary as far south as the Town of Electron (just
nort heast of Lake Kapowsin). South of Electron, the eastern
boundary follows the ancestral Puyallup River Valley which is now
occupi ed by Lake Kapowsin, GChop Lake, and Ohop Creek. The
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Ni squal |y River forms the southern boundary of the aquifer system
fromits intersection with Chop Creek downstreamto the
Puget Sound.

The Heal th Departnent estinates that about 400, 000 peopl e
live within the aquifer system boundaries or in nearby areas
which at least partly utilize ground water fromthe system
Ground wat er supplies about 60 percent of the average drinking
wat er demand within the designated area. During peak denmands,
ground wat er supplies approximately 84 percent of the drinking
water within the area. The petitioner has determ ned that
al t hough alternative sources of drinking water are physically
avai |l abl e, they cannot legally and econom cally replace the
ground wat er supply within the proposed area and serve all those
who now depend upon the aquifer system

| V. CONTROVERSI AL | SSUES

As the Responsiveness Summary (Attachnent 3) indicates,
there were no controversial issues fornmally raised during the
public conment period. However, some noteworthy issues that have
historically surrounded the proposed designation are descri bed
bel ow.

Proposed Landfill

The boundaries requested for sole source aquifer designation
in the original 1987 petition coincided with the boundaries of a
geohydrol ogi ¢ study prepared for the Heal th Depart nment
(Brown and Cal dwel |, 1985). Upon further exam nation, however,
it becane evident that the boundaries were based primarily on
political rather than technical considerations. The
Heal t h Departnent was concerned at the time that petitioning EPA
to designate a |larger area would conflict with the siting of a
proposed Pierce County landfill.

Al t hough EPA has no direct authority under the sole source
aquifer programto review projects funded by state, |ocal, or
private concerns, Washington's solid waste regul ations restrict
the siting of new landfills over EPA-designated sol e source
aquifers. Local health departnents, with the approval of the
Washi ngt on Departnent of Ecol ogy, may grant a variance to this
provi sion provided that the landfill is properly placed,
desi gned, and operated over the aquifer. To date, this option
has never been pursued or exercised. Although the solid waste
provision could nake it nmore difficult for the County and State
to eventually approve the landfill, there are other issues, such
as its proposed construction over a wetlands area, that will nore
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likely determne its ultimte fate.

Revi si on of Boundari es
Region 10's evaluation of the Health Department's petition
determ ned that:

1) the petitioned boundary was only part of a nuch | arger
aqui fer system and could not be considered as a
hydr ogeol ogi cal |y separate unit;

2) designation of the petitioned boundary would viol ate
nati onal EPA gui dance which calls for designation of an
entire aquifer, an aquifer system or part of an aquifer
that is hydrogeol ogically separate fromthe rest of an
aqui fer; and

3) t he Agency woul d have difficulty defending the technical
validity of the original boundary if it were legally
chal l enged at sone point after the designation.

After a series of neetings with Health Departnent
representatives and informal consultation with other EPA
hydr ogeol ogi sts and a ground water hydrol ogi st fromthe
U. S. Ceol ogical Survey, the boundaries were extended to those now
proposed based on our interpretation of available data and
hydr ogeol ogi cal principles. On July 25, 1988, the
Heal t h Departnent provided EPA with drinking water consunption
estimates and other data for the larger area. 1In 1989, the
Regi on 10 Water Division Director endorsed working towards
desi gnation of the proposed aquifer system boundaries. No fornal
or credible technical evidence has been presented to EPA that
woul d necessitate a revision to the proposed boundari es.

Economi c I npacts from Project Reviews

Many peopl e have expressed concern that EPA's statutory
authority to review federal financially-assisted projects after
the designation will lead to w despread adverse econonic inpacts
by bl ocki ng, del aying, or increasing the costs of proposed
projects. Based on past experience, the Water Division considers
fears about dire economc inpacts from sole source aquifer
project reviews to be largely unfounded. Only those projects
with the potential to create a significant hazard to public
health are typically reviewed by EPA. Increased project costs or
significant delays due to EPA reviews are not comon because nost
projects are already designed in accordance with existing
standards established by federal, state, or local entities, and
such standards are often adequate. Wen EPA has required
changes, project proponents seeking federal financial assistance
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have usually been willing and able to nodify projects in order to
protect ground water quality. To date, since Region 10's first
sol e source aquifer designation in 1978, only one project
proponent has been either unwilling or unable to nodify the
project design in order to receive EPA approval of federa

f undi ng.

V. ACTI ON OPTI ONS

There are two options to be evaluated regarding this
proposed action. They are:

Option 1
Designate the Central Pierce County Aquifer Systemas a sole
source aquifer at this tine.

Pr os

1 The aquifer system supplies approximately 60 percent of
t he average drinking water demand for the area, and
approxi mately 84 percent of the peak drinking water
demand for the area.

Al t hough alternative sources of drinking water are
physi cal |y avail able, they cannot |egally and

econonm cally replace the ground water supply and serve
all those who now depend upon the aquifer system

As the principal drinking water source for the area,
contam nation of the aquifer systemwould create a
significant hazard to public health.

Federal financially-assisted projects proposed in the
area woul d be subject to EPA revi ew under Section
1424(e) of the Safe Drinking Water Act to ensure that
they do not create a significant hazard to public
heal t h.

The boundaries of the aquifer system are based on
avai |l abl e data and hydr ogeol ogi cal principl es.

Aqui fers with simlar qualifications have been
designated in the past.

The designation is supported by the petitioner (Tacoma-
Pierce County Health Departnent), as well as the

Washi ngton Departnent of Ecology (G ound Water Quality
Unit) and the Washi ngton Departnent of Health (Wl l head
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Protection Program.

S

A designation is a permanent action unless subsequent
provi sions are nmade for repeal of such action.

The review of federal financially-assisted projects
wi thin the designated area and the need to coordinate
such reviews wth various federal, state, and |ocal
agencies will result in an increased workl oad for
Regi on 10 G ound Water Section staff.

Option 2
Do not designate the Central Pierce County Aquifer Systemas a
sol e source aquifer at this tine.

Pr o

! EPA woul d avoid the inpacts of designation and woul d
not have to review federal financially-assisted
proj ects under Section 1424(e) of the Safe Drinking
Wat er Act.

S

There appears to be no statutory basis for not
designating the aquifer system The proposed sole
source aquifer area nmeets all EPA designation criteria.

A decision not to designate would be difficult to
sustain if chall enged.

1 A decision not to designate woul d deny residents of the
area the limted federal protection of ground water
quality offered by EPA review of projects and the
i ncreased public awareness of the value of the
resource.

VI. RECOWENDED COURSE OF ACTI ON

Based on avail able information and designation criteria set
forth in EPA's Sol e Source Aquifer Designation Decision Process:
Petition Review Cui dance, February 1987, the Central Pierce
County Aquifer Systemis the principal source of drinking water
for the proposed designated area. Qur analysis shows that the
aquifer systemis the source for approximately 60 percent of the
average drinking water denmand for the designated area. The
proposed boundaries of the aquifer system have been appropriately
determ ned based on our interpretation of available data and
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hydr ogeol ogi cal principles. No alternative source or conbination
of sources of drinking water have been identified that can

l egally and econom cally replace the ground water supply within
t he proposed area and serve all those who now depend upon the
aqui fer system These findings were nade avail abl e and conment
was solicited fromvarious federal, state, tribal, and | oca
officials, and the public. No new information was provided to
EPA during the public conment period that woul d di spute these
findings. Therefore, I recommend that you sign the attached
Federal Register notice designating the Central Pierce County
Aqui fer System as a sol e source aquifer

Attachnents

Attachnent 1: Federal Reqgister Notice
Attachnment 2: Region 10 Support Docunent
Attachnent 3: Responsiveness Summary
Attachnent 4: Fact Sheet




RESPONSI VENESS SUMVARY OF PUBLI C COVMENTS

SOLE SOURCE AQUI FER PETI TI ON FOR THE
CENTRAL PI ERCE COUNTY AQUI FER SYSTEM

04- 23-93 Press Rel ease |ssued

04- 23-93 First Public Notice |ssued

05- 25-93 Public Hearing Cancell ed Due to Lack of Interest
06- 15-93 First Public Comment Period Ended

06- 18-93 Second Public Notice |ssued

07-14-93 | nformal Public Meeting Held in Tacoma

07-19-93 Second Public Comrent Period Ended

Summary of Public Participation Process and Witten Comments

In order to obtain public conment on the proposed
desi gnation, EPA issued a public notice which was published in
the Morning News Tribune on April 22, 1993. The notice was al so
distributed by mail to nunerous federal, state, and | ocal
officials. The notice stated that 1) the Environnental
Protecti on Agency (EPA) was proposing to designate the Central
Pierce County Aquifer Systemas a sole source aquifer based on
the petition fromthe Tacona-Pi erce County Heal th Departnent and
the EPA review, 2) a public hearing would be held if sufficient
interest were expressed to EPA by May 25, 1993; 3) a public
comment period would remain open until June 15, 1993; and 4) a
docunent that sunmarized the bases for the proposal was avail abl e
for review EPA also issued a press release with simlar
information on April 23, 1993.

EPA did not receive any requests to hold a public hearing
before the period expired and the hearing was cancelled. Three
witten comrents were received by EPA prior to the June 15, 1993
deadline. A letter fromthe Gound Water Quality Unit
Supervi sor, Washi ngton Departnment of Ecol ogy, expressed support
for the designation. A letter fromthe Pacific Northwest
Regi onal Director, U S. Departnment of the Interior, Bureau of
Recl amati on, documented the Bureaus's review of the support
docunent but offered no additional comment.

A letter received on June 11, 1993 fromthe Chair of the
Tacoma- Pi erce County Board of Health offered support for the
desi gnation, but also requested a 30 day extension of the public
comment period and EPA participation in an informal public
meeting to hear concerns frominterested parties about the
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i npacts of the designation on the community. In response to this
request, EPA issued a second public notice on June 18, 1993 t hat
extended the public comment period until July 19, 1993.

Two additional letters were received during the second
public conment period. Another nmenber of the G ound Water
Quality Unit, Washington Departnent of Ecol ogy, offered support
for the designation but requested additional information on the
hydr ogeol ogi ¢ anal yses which led to the revision of the
petitioned boundary. This information was provided to the Unit
Supervi sor by a Region 10 G ound Water Section hydrogeol ogist. A
letter fromthe Water Division Superintendent, Tacona Public
Uilities, stated support for the designation citing the increase
in public awareness on the inportance and vul nerability of ground
wat er resources.

In response to the Tacona-Pi erce County Board of Health
letter of June 11, 1993, EPA participated in an informal public
meeting in Tacoma on July 14, 1993. The neeting was attended by
representatives fromlocal planning and | and services, health,
utilities, solid waste, community and econom c devel opnent,
housi ng, and environnental health agencies in Pierce County.

Al so attending were representatives fromthe Onsite Sewage

Advi sory Board, Building Industry Association, Rural Water
Associ ation, Port of Tacoma, Cty of Tacoma, Cty of MIton, and
a nunber of hydrogeol ogi c consultants and | ocal el ected

of ficials.

Revi sed Aquifer System Boundaries

At the neeting, a representative fromthe G ound Water
Section presented an overview of the sole source aquifer program
and outlined the Agency's technical review process and basis for
sel ecting the boundaries. Sone participants raised questions
regardi ng EPA's determ nation of aquifer system boundaries. In
response, the boundaries requested for sole source aquifer
designation by the health departnent in the original 1987
petition coincided with the boundaries of a geohydrol ogi c study
prepared for the health departnent (Brown and Cal dwel |, 1985).
Upon further exam nation, however, it becane evident that the
boundaries were based primarily on political rather than
techni cal considerations. The health departnent was concerned at
the tine that petitioning EPA to designate a | arger area would
conflict with the siting of a proposed Pierce County |landfill.

Region 10's evaluation of the health departnment's petition
determ ned t hat:
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1) the petitioned boundary was only part of a nmuch | arger
aqui fer system and could not be considered as a
hydr ogeol ogi cal |y separate unit;

2) designation of the petitioned boundary would viol ate
nati onal EPA gui dance which calls for designation of an
entire aquifer, an aquifer system or part of an aquifer
that is hydrogeol ogically separate fromthe rest of an
aqui fer; and

3) t he Agency woul d have difficulty defending the technical
validity of the original boundary if it were legally
chal l enged at sone point after the designation.

After a series of neetings with health departnent
representatives and informal consultation with other EPA
hydr ogeol ogi sts and a ground water hydrologist fromthe U S
Ceol ogi cal Survey, the boundaries were extended based on EPA's
interpretation of avail abl e data and hydrogeol ogi cal principles.
EPA has requested but has not received any formal or credible
techni cal evidence that would necessitate a revision to the
proposed boundaries. The boundaries sel ected by EPA are
primarily surface water boundaries which act as regionally
i nportant ground water discharge areas for aquifer system
mat eri al s.

A detail ed description of aquifer system boundaries and the
reasons for their selection are available for public reviewin
t he "Support Docunent for Sol e Source Aquifer Designation of the
Central Pierce County Aquifer Systent, EPA 910/ R-93-001

Econom ¢ Concerns

A nunber of persons at the informal public nmeeting expressed
econom ¢ concerns over the designation, sone contendi ng that
EPA's review authority could hinder econom c devel opnent by
bl ocki ng or del ayi ng proposed projects. |In response, sole source
aqui fer designations are not based on economi c criteria other
than the potential cost of alternative drinking water supplies
needed to replace the petitioned aquifer should it becone
contam nated, i.e, econom c inpacts from post-designation project
reviews are not relevant in the Agency's designation deci sion.

Regar dl ess, based on past experience, EPA considers fears
about dire econom c inpacts fromsole source aquifer project
reviews to be largely unfounded. Under the sole source aquifer
program EPA has the authority to review only federal
financi al | y-assi sted projects proposed over a designated aquifer
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area. O these, only those projects with the potential to create
a significant hazard to public health have typically been
referred to EPA for review. The majority of these reviews have
resulted in an approval of funding w thout any project

nodi fication. Wen EPA has required changes, project proponents
seeking federal financial assistance have usually been wlling
and able to nodify projects in order to protect ground water
quality. To date, since Region 10's first sole source aquifer
designation in 1978, only one project proponent has been either
unwi Il ling or unable to nodify the project design in order to
recei ve EPA approval of federal funding.

EPA acknow edges that ground water quality protection
measures nmay increase costs to a project or cause delays if
nmodi fications are required. Increased project costs or
significant delays due to EPA reviews are not comon because nost
projects are already designed in accordance with existing
standards established by federal, state, or local entities, and
such standards are often adequate. Involving EPA early on in the
pl anni ng and desi gn phases of a project greatly facilitates a
nmore tinely and efficient review, and increases the |ikelihood of
EPA approval w thout nodification. Were EPA requires project
nodi fications, the Agency believes that such neasures represent
an investnment that will pay for itself many tinmes over. The high
cost of replacing contam nated drinking water supplies or
cl eaning up polluted ground water (when possible) underscores the
w sdom of taking steps to prevent or reduce the possibility of
contam nation fromoccurring in the first place.

Press Response

One newspaper reporter called EPA to discuss the
designation. As a result, an article about the proposed sole
source aqui fer appeared on the front page of the Mrning News
Tri bune (Tacoma, Washington) on Saturday, May 8, 1993.
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