Adaptive Management of the Mason County VSP Work Plan

The Mason County VSP Work Group proposes two changes to the mason county VSP workplan
as adaptive management. One proposed update is to recognize existing regulatory backstops as
providing effective baseline protection for Critical Aquifer Recharge Areas (CARAs). Since only 3% of
CARAs in Mason County overlap with agricultural lands, and groundwater monitoring and regulation
already ensure water quality—with few, if any, well closures reported from agricultural or fecal
contamination—we propose reducing goals and benchmarks for baseline CARA protection and shifting
focus toward enhancement efforts. A second change addresses participation metrics. Given the limited
pool of available landowners, we recommend reducing the requirement from 14 farm plans and 14 ISP
surveys per year (plus 23 for enhancement) to more realistic targets. These adjustments will allow the
work plan to remain achievable, responsive, and effective in balancing agricultural viability with critical
area protection.

Adaptive Management Update — Mason County VSP Work Plan

After ten years of implementation, the Work Group will adaptively manage the Mason County
VSP Work Plan to reflect what’s working on the ground and to keep our effort practical for producers.

1) Use existing regulatory backstops as the CARA baseline protection and shift our emphasis to
enhancement.

Washington already has strong groundwater protections that function as “baseline” safeguards
for Critical Aquifer Recharge Areas (CARAs). Key programs include state groundwater quality standards
(WAC 173-200), well construction and sealing standards (WAC 173-160), the Underground Injection
Control program (WAC 173-218), Group A and Group B public drinking water rules (WAC 246-290 and
246-291), and onsite sewage requirements (WAC 246-272A). Ecology’s CAFO/NPDES general permit and
RCW 90.64 (Dairy Nutrient Management Act) add agriculture-specific protection, while Mason County’s
Critical Areas Ordinance also regulates CARAs locally. Together, these backstops provide ongoing
monitoring, corrective actions, and enforcement that protect groundwater and public supply. Given that
only a small share of mapped CARA overlaps with working ag lands in Mason County, our plan will rely
on these existing protections for the baseline and focus VSP resources on voluntary enhancements (e.g.,
soil-health, nutrient, and runoff BMPs; buffers; wellhead protection measures) where they deliver the
most benefit to both farm viability and aquifer function.

2) Right-size participation targets to the real limiting factor —available participants.

To keep expectations realistic and durable, the Work Group proposes reducing annual counts for
new farm plans, implementation surveys, and enhancement projects. This aligns effort with local
demand, lets us prioritize higher-impact projects per site, and still meets VSP’s requirement to protect
and enhance critical areas while maintaining agricultural viability through measurable, locally driven
benchmarks. We will continue tracking progress through multiple indicators (completed plans, BMPs
installed, acres/stream-feet treated, and follow-up visits) and report per VSP statute and guidance.

Why this fits VSP:



VSP is designed to protect and enhance critical areas on ag lands through voluntary actions,
using local benchmarks and adaptive management rather than new blanket regulation. Leaning on
established groundwater and drinking-water programs for baseline protection in CARAs—and
concentrating VSP capacity on targeted enhancements—keeps agriculture viable, advances resource
goals and stays true to the program’s intent.

1. Benchmark Language (Baseline vs. Enhancement)
Critical Aquifer Recharge Areas (CARAs)
Baseline Protection (no change required from producers):

Baseline protection for CARAs will be met through existing regulatory programs and oversight.
This includes groundwater quality standards (WAC 173-200), well construction requirements (WAC 173-
160), drinking water protections for Group A & B systems (WAC 246-290, 246-291), onsite sewage rules
(WAC 246-272A), Mason County’s Critical Areas Ordinance, and the Dairy Nutrient Management Act
(RCW 90.64). These backstops are sufficient to protect groundwater quality where agriculture overlaps
CARAs (~3% of county CARA area).

Enhancement (VSP voluntary practices):

VSP resources will focus on enhancements such as voluntary wellhead protection, nutrient
management, cover cropping, soil health practices, livestock exclusion near recharge areas, and
improved runoff management. Enhancements will be tracked through landowner participation and BMP
implementation.

2. Updated Participation & Monitoring Targets

Original Targets (Work Plan 2017) Proposed Adaptive Targets (2025 update)
Protection: Protection:

e 7.5ISP (farm plans)/year e Farm Plans: 6-8 per year (average),
recognizing limited landowner
pool.

e 15ISP surveys/year e ISP Surveys: 6-8 per year (paired

with farm plan outreach and
technical assistance where

possible).
Enhancement: Enhancement:
e 14 farm plans e Farm Plans and Surveys: 10-12 per

year, focusing on quality and CA
scope rather than raw counts.

e 23 surveys e Measurable increase in
participation (positive percentages)

e 50% increase in participation over 5-years




