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Public Comments 

 

Meeting: Wednesday, July 6, 2022 

Submittal: Written comments only; e-mailed received at planning@cityoftacoma.org  
by 12:00 noon, on the meeting day 

Subjects: Comments are addressing the following Discussion Item on the agenda: 

#4 – South Tacoma Groundwater Protection District – Consideration of 
a Moratorium  

No. of 
Comments: 

 
1 
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July 6, 2022 
 
RE: In support of a moratorium with the South Tacoma Groundwater Protection District 
 
 
To the Tacoma Planning Commission: 
 
On July 28th, the City Council passed Substitute Resolution 40985 (approving Phase 1a 
of the Annual Amendment application submitted by the South Tacoma neighborhood 
council for a complete review and update of TMC 13.06.070D – South Tacoma 
Groundwater Protection District/STGWPD as part of the South Tacoma Economic Green 
Zone/STEGZ proposal) and directing a 60-day study of a 180-day permit moratorium in 
support of these two efforts. 
 
This moratorium is urgently needed. 
 
In 1988 the City of Tacoma found that it was necessary and in the public interest to 
establish the South Tacoma Groundwater Protection District. The code, itself, contains 
language requiring periodic review, yet a full review of the governing zoning overlay is 
long overdue and must incorporate up-to-date best science.  
 
The area represented by this proposed amendment covers one-fifth of the city area and 
is designated as an environmentally (geohydrologically) sensitive area. The intent of 
this STGWPD (the current law and the proposed workplan to update) is intended to 
establish orderly procedures which reduce the risks to public health and safety and 
maintain the existing groundwater supply within the South Tacoma Groundwater 
Protection District as near as reasonably possible to its natural condition of purity. 
 
The failure to do these needed updates and reinforce the primacy of this zoning overlay 
district has created a situation allowing for the siting of new and proposed 
developments where the intent and purpose of the STGWPD has been placed far down 
the list when determining suitability and impact of major development.  
 
For example, The Tacoma Pierce County Health Dept (governing management and 
punitive authority) and the City of Tacoma (land use and zoning) made every exception 
possible to place a metal and auto salvage yard DIRECTLY over one of the most 
remediated properties in the 260-acre superfund site known as Operable Unit 4.  A 
portion of this property had been restored to “Above Residential Levels” of acceptable 
contamination as shown in this map extract from the 2019 report to the EPA on 
remediation efforts by the responsible party (BNSF).  See extract below “Site 
Development and Institutional Controls Plan South Tacoma Field Tacoma, Washington” 
1 May 2019 from BNSF to the EPA Region 10  page 27. 



 
 

LEGEND 
Orange: REMEDIATED GRID BELOW RESIDENTIAL CLEANUP LEVEL (CAPPING CHEMICALS 

ONLY)  

Yellow: GRID COVERED WITH AT LEAST 6» CLEAN SOIL AND HYDROSEEDED 
Green: GRID ABOVE RESIDENTIAL CLEANUP LEVEL  

 
Yet, here is the remediated area in a June 2021 satellite image, now occupied by one of 
the most contaminating producing industries: Sutter’s Metal Recycling.  The toxic site is 
the large white building just right of center and surrounding salvage yard: S 56th street 
on the right edge, Burlington Way left to right in the middle, Tacoma Rail curving just 
above the bottom: 
 

 
 
Although in 2019 this area was remediated to a level acceptable for RESIDENTIAL 
reuse, indications from groundwater monitoring since that time show a mysterious 
“spike” in iron oxides.  There may also be other changes, but we do not know this 
because, as of last report, the TPCHD has not tested the infiltration system they 
permitted for this metal harvesting facility. The system reportedly does not function to 
standard! 



 

 
 
A closer look from a satellite clearly shows the presence of vehicle fluid on the paved 
surfaces as well as LARGE AREAS OF ORANGE coloration indicative of (you guessed it) 
RUST – IRON OXIDE!  What would more robust and frequent on-site testing reveal?  
We need to update the STGWPD to make that answer possible. 
 
The current code prohibits and discourages such facilities based on the guidance 
promulgated by the EPA concerning such highly toxin prone facilities, and yet these to 
continued to be allowed through “exceptions”, so violations and contamination continue 
to occur:  
 
Potential Pollutants at an Auto Salvage Yard: 

 Used oil 
 Used transmission fluid 
 Used brake fluid 
 Used wiper fluid 
 Used antifreeze 
 Gasoline 
 Batteries 
 Oily water 
 On-road diesel 
 Off-road diesel 
 Metals 
 Solvents / detergents 
 Hydraulic fluid 
 Lubricating fluids 
 Mercury 
 Refrigerants 



 
The EPA strongly recommends such facilities prevent exposure of the automobile hulks 
to exposure to rain, implores the draining of fluids prior to placing them into the salvage 
stream, and to NOT allow them in hydrologically sensitive area.  But there it is, and now 
this company wants to expand.  Notice the vast piles of metal and hulks exposed to the 
elements and rainfall.  More rigorous oversight, monitoring, and existing punitive 
measure for compliance MUST be done – now – and reinforced before any new 
hazardous or impactful development occurs. We should have updated the STGPD years 
ago. 
 
WHY IS THE STPWD review and STEGZ update so vital? To prevent additional 
developments such as this over a critical groundwater and aquifer water supply using 
all and best available science. Pursuant to Ecology’s Chapter 197-11-908 WAC and TMC 
Section 13.12.908 it is the policy of the City of Tacoma and City code to establish strict 
performance standards which will reduce or eliminate threats to this resource. 
 
All properties and developments within the Protection District, as defined in Section 
13.01.090, shall comply with these requirements, and any additional requirements of 
the sub-zoning districts where the property is located or may be located in the future. 
In the event of conflict with other regulations, the provisions of the existing STGPD 
code shall control… and yet, this groundwater code appears to be repeatedly forgotten, 
overlooked and worked around, to the determinant of our water supply and public 
health. 
 
Now is time to leverage the fusion and synchronization of involved parties including on-
going efforts to improve the South Tacoma Well Field as well as a current study of 
potential improvements to the Middle Flett Creek Watershed, development of a local air 
quality monitoring network by New Earth Action and the needed rounding together of 
external County, State and Federal agencies all requires a “pause” to incorporate 
knowledge gains while also working toward create a cleaner world by 2050. 
 
This community amendment application was for both a code update in 2022 as well as 
a proposal for an entirely new look at the potential for green economic activities which 
support the primary zoning protections of the existing code. The proposal aligns with at 
least 25 major goals of the City Climate Action Plan. Taking a “pause” with the types of 
development and understanding their actual impact (via projected out-source studies) 
magnifies the critical importance of this most vital protective code and maximizes and 
sets the conditions for continued green economic development and growth.  
 
A pause in development would also provide time for developing a financial benefit and 
direct financial offset for any approved development to help mitigate the immediate loss 
due to increased pollution and their direct impact on healthcare, livelihood, and general 
happiness and well-being. Business and developers in a new green economic zone 
would have a myriad of tax breaks and financial incentives.  The residents of this 



overburdened community deserve an incentive as well: direct energy consumption 
offsets from and major developments or monthly vouchers for associated health or 
building costs.  If a developer can receive a tax break/offset, then those impacted by 
that development should get something for the impact as well. 
 
Please, support this moratorium, to integrate and accelerate the proposals for the 
Economic Green Zone, suspend development applications and place a moratorium on 
permitting until the superseding Groundwater Protection District code is updated.  
 
Water IS life… 
 
Vr, 
 
Timothy Smith   
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