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System-wide Overview  

Core Challenges of Whidbey’s Water 

 

1. A limited island aquifers under growing stress 

● Single, finite freshwater source: Except for Oak Harbor’s imported Skagit River supply, 

Whidbey depends on a thin sole source  freshwater aquifer “in dynamic equilibrium 

with the saltwater around and under the islands.” 

● Supply vs. demand imbalance: Experts warn that Central and South Whidbey may not 

have enough quality drinking water to meet future demand, even in wet years, because 

climate change driven rising tides are reducing the size of the overall aquifer combined 

with additional withdrawals due to  population growth are pushing the system toward 

its limits. 

Core problem: Ecological reality (one constrained aquifer) is out of sync with how growth and 

water use are currently managed. 

 

2. Saltwater intrusion and contamination risks 

● Saltwater intrusion: Multiple sources describe Whidbey as especially vulnerable—

surrounded by saltwater, with limited lakes and no bedrock—creating a “recipe for 

saltwater intrusion” when pumping is too intense or poorly distributed. 

● Contaminants: Concerns include PFAS, septic impacts, and other pollutants that 

threaten drinking water quality, highlighted by Whidbey Island Water Services 

Association’s (WIWSA)  resources and local reporting on water quality and supply. 

Core problem: Over-pumping and contamination pressures can permanently degrade parts of 

the aquifer, shrinking usable supply. 

 

3. Fragmented systems and governance 

● Many small systems: Whidbey is served by a patchwork of small water systems, HOAs, 

and private wells, alongside municipal systems and special districts; WIWSA exists 

largely to help these systems navigate complexity and coordinate with agencies. 



● Coordination gap: No single entity is responsible for managing the aquifer as a whole; 

hydrologists repeatedly point to the difficulty of aligning dozens of independent systems 

with shared hydrologic limits. 

Core problem: Governance is fragmented while the resource is shared, making coherent, 

island-scale management difficult. 

 

4. Incomplete data and uncertainty about “how much water we really have” 

● Recharge and extraction not fully understood: Technical presentations emphasize that 

recharge depends on rainfall, geology, soil, and ground cover, and that understanding 

recharge and outflow (including groundwater seeping to the sea) is essential to keep 

saltwater at bay. 

● Need for better monitoring and modeling: Regenerative Whidbey’s water work focuses 

on understanding aquifers, recharge, and extraction rates, underscoring that current 

knowledge is incomplete for confident long-term planning. 

Core problem: Decisions about growth and infrastructure are being made with partial, 

fragmented information about the aquifer’s true capacity. 

 

5. Land use, forests, and climate change reducing effective recharge 

● Land-cover change: Presentations and advocacy materials stress that forests, soils, and 

development patterns strongly affect how much rainfall actually becomes groundwater 

recharge versus runoff to the sea. 

● Climate impacts: Regenerative Whidbey frames water as a climate issue—changing 

precipitation patterns and hotter, drier summers increase the importance of retention, 

conservation, and ecosystem health. 

Core problem: Land-use and climate decisions are not yet fully integrated with water-

management decisions, even though they directly shape aquifer health. 

 

6. Capacity and vulnerability of small systems and households 

● Technical and financial limits: Small systems and private well owners often lack the 

resources and expertise to deal with contamination, infrastructure renewal, or complex 

regulatory requirements—an issue WIWSA explicitly tries to address through training 

and information. 



● Equity and risk: When supply tightens or contamination appears, smaller and less 

resourced communities are often the most exposed. 

Core problem: The weakest systems bear the highest risk, yet have the least capacity to adapt. 

 

 

7. Public perception and political will 

● “Soggy island” illusion: Local reporting notes the disconnect between frequent rain and 

the reality of limited groundwater, with experts trying to correct the assumption of 

“unlimited drinking water.” 

● Need for a shared narrative:  Regenerative Whidbey  “Whidbey’s Water Future” and 

WIWSA’s outreach aim to build a common understanding that fresh water is finite and 

must be actively protected. 

Core problem: Without a shared story about limits and responsibility, structural changes (like 

unified management or stronger protections) are hard to advance. 

 

 


