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Olympia Indivisible’s Q & A with Chris Stearns, PUD Commissioner 

2020 Candidate for Thurston PUD Commissioner, #3 

 

1) What is your educational & career background and how does that qualify you for the office of PUD 

Commissioner? 

Answer: 

I am a Public Utility District Commissioner with the scientific education, training, and work experiencefor 

dealing with complex issues around water quality and water rights. I studiedGlacial Geomorphology 

(landforms) and I worked as a Fisheries Biologist for WDFW’s Habitat program. My projects included 

preservingfreshwater and saltwater habitats for fish and stream flow characteristics.My undergraduate 

degree involved studies at The Evergreen State College and Harvard University and graduate school at 

Western Washington University. 

I currently serve as the Chairman of the Washington State Public Utility District Association’s Water 

Committee which includes 17 water public utility districts. I chaired the Water Committee for the 

Sustainable Thurston Effort of the Thurston Regional Planning Council (TRPC) which is now called 

“Thurston Thrives”; and, I have been involved with the Thurston Conservation District (TCD) for 26 

years as an Associate Board Member (non-voting), and worked to regain funding to TCD last fall with 

the current County Commission. 

 

2) Why are you running for the office of PUD Commissioner? 

Answer:  

I believe in the importance of managing our water resources for the benefit of the public andexpanding 

the role of publicly owned utilities in Thurston County. I am running in this election to retain my seat as 

Commissionerfor Public Utility District#3 because I am committed to providing safe, sustainable, 

affordable and reliable services to the customers we serveand I am intent on finding a way to provide 

more utility services to our urban residents in Thurston County. 

During my past 12 years as Commissioner, I have worked to successfully grow the PUD to better serve 

Thurston County residents. We are now approaching 10,000 customers compared to the 3,000 we had 

in 2008. 

 

3) How much money do you expect to require to finance your campaign? How will you raise it? 

Answer: 

In 2014, I spent about $38,000 on my campaign for PUD Commissioner and a large portion came 
frommy own funds, which is not abnormal. Most PUD Commissioners, from smaller counties around 
Washington State,choose to finance their own campaigns. If they are doing a good job,they often stay 
in office. 

 

(more) 
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4) What ideas do you have to keep rates at the lowest level possible? 

Answer: 

During my last two terms as a PUD Commissioner I worked diligently onlowering our carbon footprint, 

improving operational efficiencies by acquiring new equipment and making ourdistrict’s275 water 

systems more sustainablewhile keeping our rates as low as possible.I helped to pass state legislation 

to create an emergency assistance fund to help our PUD’s low-income ratepayers which previously 

only the electric utilities had in-place. 

We purchased hybrid vehicles for the PUD.  We started a program to place solar pumps on water 

systems to reduce electricity use and prevent water system failures in times of peak demand during 

irrigation season in the heat of summer. We bought our office building and eliminated paying rent to a 

third party; and, we sold the water systems we had in Mason County to Mason PUD #1. 

I believe that by continuing to replace more of the PUD’s older components (pumps, pipes, valves, and 

treatment equipment etc.) with newer systems we will become more economically and environmentally 

efficient. The water systems we own will run better, leak less, save us in service and maintenance costs 

and use less electricity. As a commission, weimplemented an Asset Management Planwhich feeds the 

Capital Improvement Program. By looking at the components of all our water systems and effectively 

tracking theefficiencywe are forecasting how long they will last and setting-up timetablesfor funding and 

replacing water system infrastructures.Most private water systems fail to do this! 

In addition, by maintaining the PUD’s high cash reserves and credit rating I believe we are creating a 

safeguard that prepares us for environmental, social, and economic events and a crisis, such as we are 

facing today. Having more cash on hand in reserve gives usmore flexibility to handle difficult times; and, 

by lowering our interest rates on loans, we can reduce overhead. Ifwe can make further reductions in 

operational costs by scaling our operations with a larger number of customersand continuing the 

process of consolidating away from owning too many systems in other counties will improve our cost 

efficiencies further. 

 

5) What is your opinion of the current and future viability of the PUD 

Answer: 

The PUD has improved a great deal over the past decade and more than doubled in-size:  

4,000 to10,000 customers by year’s end. We have upgraded equipment, software,staff, skills 

andimproved our internal communication network which has benefited our teamwork and morale. We 

now do more things in-house and can respond more quickly to issues including leak detection, valve 

replacement, and customer inquiries. In turn we have made it easier for people to effectively participate 

in the workings of their public utility district. 
 

In terms of the future, we have just implemented new software to provide a “financial dashboard” to 

keep track of changes in consumption and allow for quicker adjustments,in real time, compared to 

before when we had to do it manually every six months. 

We are still actively increasing our number of customers inside Thurston County.As we begin to 
consolidate operations, we will pay down debt and identify new utility services to enter such as 
wholesale fiber.Having our base in residential customers has provided more resilience to our utility 
during the COVID 19 crisis. 
 

(more) 
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6) What innovations would you propose to improve and protect our water resources? 

Answer: 

I am the current PUD Commissioner representative that isserving on the Thurston Regional Planning 

Council and I strongly advocate for improving the protection of our County's groundwater resources. 

The rural areas of Thurston County need a county-wide coordinated water system plan to best protect 

the dwindling groundwater supplies. Aquifers in South Thurston County are much thinner and closer to 

the surface than in the rest of our county.Theyare easily prone to pollution because they are in shallow 

aquiferand little viable water will be found from drilling deeper wells.  
 

My suggestions for protecting groundwater include: 

Locating and removingillegal dumps and wood waste piles. 

Ensuringproper disposal of dead farm animals. 

Reducing water consumption in our peninsula areas. 

Consolidating water supply systems in over withdrawn aquifers in our south county.  

Limiting how much development can occur on exempt wells to avoid future groundwater problems from 

over withdrawal. 
 

I believe water must be managed to reduce consumption and to allow recharge to help avoid aquifer 

depletion.I believe that development on single exempt wells is the wrong way to keep our water safe in 

basins that are suffering from over withdrawal and if we continue to over-rely on this type of rural 

development water resource issues will soon accelerate in parts of Thurston County.  
 

The Thurston County Commissionerscurrently manage our county’s water resources and the PUD has 

aMemorandum of Understanding to work together with private water providersto distribute 

informationand meet regularly.County government has a much larger budget,tax-base, staff, and 

specific delegated authority given by the state for growth management, building permits, development 

guidelines etc.  

The County Commissioners could choose to delegate that responsibility to other entities (in Kitsap 

County, they have given their PUD that role) or to a planning agency like Thurston Regional Planning 

Council, which handles most of the County's transportation planningwith all incorporated cities. 

 

7) What are the greatest threats to the sustainability of our water supplies and how would you confront 

them? 

Answer: 

The proliferation of the use of exempt wells is the largest long-term threat to our water supplies. 

In Thurston County we have the most exempt wells of any other county except Spokane County. 

Exempt wells create too many straws into our aquifers allowing them to be more prone to pollution. 

While there are limits on what amount of water you can withdraw there is no meter on them and no 

enforcement on bad actors.The three largest populated counties north of us have not allowed their 

water resources to remain unmanaged. 

 

 

(Answer to #7, continued next page) 
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Answer continued from pg 3:“What are the greatest threats to the sustainability of our water supplies and how would you confront them?” 

 

 

Thurston Countymust begin to employ greater water use efficiencies to bring water consumptive use 

down. A coordinated approach is needed to best maintain intact groundwater resources and sustain the 

quality of the aquifers that we rely on. By tapering down the large proliferation of exempt wells in rural 

basins we can better protect our ground water resources from depletion, pollution, over consumption; 

and,saltwater intrusion in the peninsula areas,by implementing more expansiveclean-up programs, 

improvinggroundwater rechargemeasures,and consolidating rural water systems. 
 

The modernization of water systems works to eliminate leakage and wastes less water overall. 

A water system has meters placed on the source wells and on all the customers, by law, to keep track 

of consumption and how much your distribution system is leaking (before water arrives at the home).  

When you operate a water system today the drinking water program at the Dept. of Health wants you to 

provide proof that you are conserving (using less water, over time) through your annual "Water Use 

Efficiency Reports" which demonstrates how you are conserving water. Rates force people to 

conserve, by charging more for higher volumes of water use. Flat rates are slowly going away in the 

water utility business.  

County-wide groundwater pollution can be reduced by clean-up programs to end the improper disposal 

of dead farm animals, eliminate illegal dump sites and large wood waste piles that through biological 

activity degrade the quality of our water supplies.     

At the levels of current consumption an extended drought will impact our groundwater supplies because 

our County’s groundwater recharge comes mostly from the rainfall occurring right here, not from far-off 

snowpack in higher elevations.  

To allow rainfall to enter the ground more easily, storm water must be channeled back into the ground 

andthrough porous surfaces rather than becoming surface runoff from the impervious surfaces. Artificial 

beaver dams would help maintain flows into water holding terrains to increase groundwater recharge. 

There are many other projects being considered. 

 

8) How would you promote transparency at the PUD? 

Answer: 

We have expanded the use of technology to allow more remote participation. We have more 

information available directly on our website. We have created a Utility Rate Advisory Committee, made 

up of customers working with PUD Commissionersto better address the concerns of our customers.  

 

(more) 
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9) Do you think that the P.U.D. should assume a role in providing electricity? 

Answer: 

Yes, I have always believed that. Right now, all the PUD's in southwest Washington (and on the 

Olympic Peninsula as well) provide electricity to their residents. People for the most part enjoy having 

local control of their electric power utility. They mostly use lineman who reside in their own counties 

increasing public accountability and making storm repair quicker, unlike Puget Sound Energy. 

 
 

10)  Do you think that the P.U.D. should assume a role in providing broadband internet? 

Answer: 

Yes.It is apparent to me that fiber optic broadband has become necessary as a utility today just as 

electricity became one over 100 years ago, when the PUD’s were first created. We must use fiber for 

employment, education, medical services and even fire and rescue work!The current pandemic crisis 

has only reinforced that trend in our society. 

Interestingly, unlike electricity and sewer, wholesale broadband, does not require a county-wide 

election to expand serviceand the PUD Commissioners coulddirectly decideto enter the business. 

There are critical pitfalls to assuming this role given the current economic climate. 

To successfully enter this business, we would have to request a vote of the people to increase our 

county wide property tax assessment to finance this service. This is not a practical thing to do during a 

recession, as it will likely be voted down by the public. 

Currently, we do not have the resources, extra money, or the business plan to implement or operate a 

program of this type without losing money.There are grants but they come with problems.The telecoms 

have excellent lobbyists that try to keep their industry out of any new regulations andwork hard to try 

and limit P.U.D.'s from entering into competition with them! In fact, newly formed public utility districts 

are restricted by law from entering the wholesale Telecom/Fiber Optic/Broadband business.  

The obstacle up to now has been creating a business model that worked well and finding partners 

willing to move ahead with a significant bandwidth upgrade.Kitsap P.U.D. uses the local utility district 

method to deliver high speed internet to homes and payfor upgrades. We, in Thurston County, are still 

in search of retail providers (ISP’s) and a viable business plan. 

 

11) What is the current status of water rights in Thurston County since the Hirst decision? 

Answer: 

The recent state water lawcase known as the "Hirst decision" froze up building permits that were 
dependent on the use of exempt wells throughout our state. The legislature resolved the impasse by 
funding a water basin mitigation program funded from bonds paid by future well drilling fees ($500 each 
well) collected by county permitting offices on behalf of the Dept. of Ecology inside these urbanizing 
basins. Most of these basins are from here north on the east side of Puget Sound and around the  
 

(Answer to #11,continued next page) 
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Answer continued from pg 5: “What is the current status of water rights in Thurston County since the Hirst decision?” 

 

Spokane area. Each new exempt well now has a consumptive use limit of 3,000 gallons a day rather 

than the 5,000 gallons it was previously allowed. 

Several years ago, Thurston County's Water Conservancy Board was set up via state laws to help 

settle or mitigate water right transfers (moving points of withdrawal). The Dept. of Ecology still has the 

final review of any changes to all water rights. The County's Water Conservancy Board was recently 

disbanded for lack of work. 
 

The state’sdrinking water program, inside the Dept. of Health, regulates the testing of water systems. 

Recently, the Dept. of Health decided to no longer regulate (i.e. test) all the Group B water systems 

(less than15 connections) which make up only a small percentage of all the water system customers in 

our state. Thurston PUD has 200 Group B systems out of 275 we own. Thurston County's Water 

Conservancy Board no longer exists to mediate water rights. The legislature punted that regulation of 

smaller systems to county government and their own health departments. Each county can now 

regulate their own smaller systems and is still responsible for taking them over if they fail. It is an 

unfunded mandate. 

I attended Ecology’s Water Resource Advisory Group, along with many other professional 

stakeholders.In Thurston County, Nisqually is the first basin to complete their own plan with the Tribe 

as their lead entity. The Chehalis basin plan is in the process, which I participate in directly, and will be 

completed early next year.  The Deschutes Basin will be completed sometime next year by the State 

Dept. of Ecology. Curtailment is being eased in gradually by Ecology in the fastest urbanizing basins of 

our state. New exempt wells will eventually have smaller and smaller access to water supplies, in these 

basins, until it becomes more economic to build with only water systems as the cheaper alternative. 
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