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during April, and while it is an ingredient 
many people may not be familiar with, it is 
absolutely delicious! I have included a recipe 
for rhubarb crumble that is sure to satisfy all 
of your comfort food cravings and bring you 
a sense of warmth when you need it most. 
Try it out and let me know what you think 
of it, along with any other comments, by 
writing to me at letsdish.whidbeyweekly@
gmail.com so I can respond and share your 
Dish!-worthy stories and anecdotes!

Rhubarb Crumble
500g rhubarb, chopped into chunks the
     length of your thumb
100g golden caster sugar

For the crumble topping:

140g self-rising flour
85g butter, chilled
50g light brown muscovado sugar
50g chopped walnuts

Tip rhubarb chunks into a saucepan with 
golden caster sugar. Cover and simmer on a 
very low heat for 15 minutes, adding more 
sugar if you want. When soft (but still hold-
ing its shape) and sweet enough, pour the 
rhubarb into a medium baking dish.

Heat oven to 400°F. To make the topping, 
rub 140g self-rising flour and 85g chilled 
butter together with your fingers until you 
have a soft, crumbly topping. Add 50g light 
brown muscovado sugar and 50g chopped 
walnuts and mix together with your hands. 
Scatter the topping over the rhubarb and 
bake for 30 minutes or until golden brown 
on top.

Serve hot with a scoop of your favorite ice-
cream or thick vanilla custard.

www.bbcgoodfood.com/recipes/rhu-
barb-crumble

To read past columns of Let's Dish in the 
Whidbey Weekly, see our Digital Library at 
www.whidbeyweekly.com.

PROTECTING OUR WATER RESOURCES 
BY PROTECTING YOUR ONSITE SEPTIC 
SYSTEM

Whether it’s the never-ending sunsets stretching 
across the Strait of Juan de Fuca, the snowcapped 
Olympics and towering Cascades, rolling farmland 
dotted with old-growth forests, or a gaggle of 
marine mammals playing by the water’s edge, 
Whidbey and Camano Islands provide a unique 
and awe-inspiring view of the relationships 
between human and natural systems. 

One of the most important relationships residents 
of Island County have with our natural environ-
ment is the one we have with water. It surrounds 
us, providing a thriving habitat for coastal and 
marine species. It falls from the clouds above us 
and replenishes our aquifers and wells. Often 
unseen and left unsaid is how wastewater can 
negatively impact both human and natural 
systems.

Wastewater is any water that comes in contact 
with human and animal waste, food scraps, oils 
and greases, soaps, and other chemicals. Over 70 
percent of Island County residents utilize onsite 
septic systems to treat and dispose of their waste-
water. Think of a septic system as your home’s 
personalized wastewater treatment plant. Septic 
systems treat and disperse the properly treated 
wastewater back into the environment. Wastewa-
ter coming from your in-home fixtures settles in a 
large, concrete treatment tank and eventually is 
dispersed through a series of pipes, known as a 
drainfield, to the soils below that contain microbes 
which provide another form of treatment. Some 
septic systems can include much more complex 
components to assist treatment. When operating 
appropriately and receiving routine maintenance, 
a septic system can live a long life. When operat-
ing a septic system in a failed state, situations like 
surfacing sewage or sewage backing up into your 
home are possible. 

Bacteria, viruses, and parasites commonly found 
in human and animal waste cause disease by 
introducing pathogens into ground and surface 
waters. They can impact the marine species that 
reside in these aquatic habitats. Large portions 
of coastline in Penn Cove, Holmes Harbor, and 
Maxwelton watersheds are closed to shellfish 
harvesting due to excess in harmful types of 
bacteria. These harmful bacteria are affecting the 
natural processes that have governed our lakes, 
streams, wetlands, coves, harbors, and shorelines 
for thousands of years. 

It’s no secret talking about wastewater and 
septic systems can be a stinky conversation. Like 
centralized wastewater treatment plants in larger 
cities, septic systems require constant vigilance 
and routine maintenance. Septic systems are one 
of the largest investments you can make and with 
proper care, will boost your property’s value. With 
so many Islanders relying on these systems, it’s 
a good idea to become better acquainted with 
them and try practicing some of these tips.

Prevent Septic Problems by “Studying Up”
Knowing what comprises your septic system, the 
role different components play and where they 
are located will give you a more complete picture 
of your property. If you are planning any home 
improvement projects, it’s important to make 
sure construction and heavy equipment does not 
damage septic system components. This knowl-
edge will allow you to landscape your property 
accordingly, as plants with shorter, less extensive 
root systems are more suitable. View our handout 
to get helpful tips on how to appropriately land-
scape around your system: www.islandcountywa.
gov//Health/EH/Documents/LandscapingYourD-
rainfield.pdf. 

Visit the Island County Public Portal (https://co-is-
land-wa.smartgovcommunity.com/Public/Home) 
to view your septic system’s “as-built” and review 
the intricacies of your system. Island County Public 

Health (ICPH) and partnering organizations also 
offer online training videos: www.islandcountywa.
gov/Health/STWD/Pages/Septic-101.aspx. 

It’s also important to know the telltale signs of 
failing septic systems. If you notice slow drainage, 
gurgling fixtures, boggy lawns near components, 
or sewage odors, get in touch with an Island 
County-licensed Maintenance Service Provider 
(MSP). Updated lists of MSPs, installers, designers 
and pumpers can be found on our website at: 
www.islandcountywa.gov/Health/STWD/Pages/
Home.aspx. 

Be Proactive, Call a Professional
When you purchase a property that utilizes a 
septic system, it becomes your responsibility to 
ensure it is properly operating and maintained. 
Regular inspection by a professional will increase 
your system’s lifespan. Routine maintenance 
allows for the repair of smaller problems before 
they snowball into far messier ones. According 
to Washington State and Island County Code, it 
is required to have your septic system inspected 
every three years for conventional gravity systems 
and annually for any other type.

It helps to think of a septic system the same way 
we think about buying a new car. It’s a significant 
investment that can go sideways in a hurry, but 
with routine inspections and proper mainte-
nance, you’re able to protect your investment for 
decades. Larger issues with your system, much like 
a car, can cost you thousands of dollars to repair. 
These regular inspections will have an added 
benefit when selling your home. Often, informed 
buyers and lenders will not pay top dollar for a 
home that has a malfunctioning system. Protect 
your investment and property by having your 
system properly inspected and maintained. 

The sentiment behind routine maintenance is 
heightened in specific sensitive watersheds like 
Penn Cove, Holmes Harbor, and Maxwelton that 
already experience water quality impairment. 
Septic systems in these watersheds are often over 
30 years old, located in poor soils for treatment 
and dispersal and rely on old treatment tech-
nologies. However, many other areas across our 
islands run into these barriers as well.

Worried about a costly repair? ICPH has partnered 
with Craft3 Clean Water Loans, a non-profit, non-
bank, community development institution to help 
repair or replace failing septic systems. Please visit 
our website to learn more financing information: 
www.islandcountywa.gov/Health/STWD/Pages/
Financial-Assistance.aspx. 

Healthy Home Tips
Practicing healthy household habits when it comes 
to what goes down the faucet, drain, or toilet 
goes a long way to improving the health of your 
septic system. The only things going down the 
toilet should be human waste and toilet paper. 
Treating faucets and toilets like a trashcan or 
liberal use of a garbage disposal could clog lines, 
back up sewage, and damage other components. 
In addition, flushing strong acids and bases in 
detergents and cleaning products can kill the 
bacteria helpful in treating wastewater. 

Conserving water and repairing leaking fixtures 
will reduce the chances of overloading your septic 
tanks. Common conservation practices include 
spacing out washing cycles and showers. Directing 
rainwater from gutters and downspouts away 
from components will prevent oversaturating the 
soils serving the septic system. 

While onsite septic systems can be a stinky 
topic to discuss, knowing the basic functions of 
your system, practicing heathy home tips, and 
remaining vigilant by having your system routinely 
inspected and maintained are all crucial parts 
of our mission to protect public health and the 
environmental integrity of these beautiful islands 
we call home. 

Make a Make a 
DifferenceDifference

By Nolan Simmons
Environmental Health Specialist, Island County Public Health Department


