January, 2011

Update Regarding the Orcas Highlands’ Annexation to the Eastsound Sewer and Water District 

The Highlands Board has good news to share regarding our water supply/delivery system situation.  On January 11, Board members Jim Hennessey, Bea vonTobel and Judy Cook attended a regularly-scheduled meeting of the Eastsound Sewer and Water District (ESWD) in Eastsound.  Jim served as our spokesperson and did an outstanding job.  

Jim reviewed step by step the events that have occurred since the annexation vote two years ago.  This was, in some cases, new information to the three new ESWD commissioners.  He shared the history of the well drilling project in the OHA common areas and reminded all that the idea of drilling was not initiated by the Highlands, but the ESWD.  He reiterated the fact that the Highlands has a written agreement with ESWD under which the well drilling was done on our property and is not financially responsible for any part of the well drilling costs.  The Commissioners stated their interest in analyzing the costs of providing water to the Highlands using the newly-drilled well.  Jim stated that they have every right to do that, but that such a study would be at their expense---not that of the Highlands residents.  Even if they could show that the cost of treating the well water with a new expensive treatment plant (that the Washington State Department of Health said they would require to permit use of our well water) would be competitive with Washington Water Service’s (WWS), residents of the Highlands would still have to approve the changeover from Cascade Lake water by a two-third majority vote.  Your Board believes this is simply not possible, that it will not make sense for us to go that route.  At this point, as far as we are concerned, it appears that the well project has been “shelved”, as neither party has the interest and/or the funds to continue it.

Jim expressed concern that the Highlands was separated from Rosario and Vusario after the annexation vote and reminded all that annexation was approved by the entire utility district---not just the Highlands.  With respect to moving ahead in an effort to acquire the WWS system, the Commissioners observed that Rosario and Vusario are currently very satisfied with Washington Water Service.  Those two areas have had a reduction in their fees in September 2009, while fees charged the Highlands were also reduced, but not as much as those two user groups enjoyed.  The Commissioners stated it is possible that in the future, when WWS rates are raised again---as they certainly will be---Rosario and Vusario may again be interested in water system annexation in its original concept.  The ESWD invited us, at that time, to reopen the matter with them.

At this point, the water supply/delivery situation has achieved a status quo.  The Board will keep you apprised should any other changes occur.

