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September 30, 2015 
 
North Coast Regional Water Quality Control Board 
 
Re:  Comments on the Russian River Watershed TMDL Action Plan 
 
There are several troubling features in the plan as laid out in the September 24 meeting in Santa Rosa: 
 


 A number of attendees at the meeting asked if there was any chance that a homeowner who 
installs a new septic system now will be told in a few years by the State or the County that their 
new system isn’t enough, and that an even greater investment is required of them.  The silence 
in response to those questions was very disquieting. 


 Brenda Adelman pointed out that there are many, many homes along the River that are used 
but a few weekends in the summer.  There did not seem to be any interest in taking such light 
use into consideration when establishing required action by such homeowners. 


 Brenda also pointed out that the runoff that washes many pollutants into the River occurs 
during the winter, when few recreational users are active.  When I supported Brenda’s 
comment, Matt St. John noted that the Water Quality Control Board is charged with making 
sure the River is clean for all recreational users, during all seasons.  That is a proper goal; but 
measuring the degree of recreational use, summer vs winter, must surely be taken into account 
when asking homeowners to spend, collectively, tens of millions of dollars.   


 The Regional Water Board staff repeatedly stated a preference for community solutions.  But 
when I asked that a measurement of pollution be taken at the mouth of Hobson Creek, to more 
accurately measure the magnitude of the problem in Hacienda, I was rebuffed in favor of 
monitoring of individual septic systems.  This would be a costly and inefficient means of dealing 
with a problem that may or may not even exist, and flies in the face of the stated preference for 
community solutions. 


 Many attendees noted the contribution of canoeists, kayakers, and other transient recreational 
users to pollution in the River.  This is a particular problem in Hacienda.  There were nods of 
understanding from Mr. St. John and Mr. Reed, but no apparent means of distinguishing 
between pollution coming from these transient recreational users and that coming from faulty 
septic systems.  It is entirely unfair to blame Hacienda residents for that pollution, especially 
when the State apparently has no plans on how to deal with the issue. 


 The most common sentiment expressed at the meeting was concern over the cost of this plan.  
One attendee mentioned an estimate of $30,000,000.  I don’t know if that is accurate, but it was 
really unsettling to hear no estimate of the total cost from the staff.  This seems to be an 
enormously important piece of information; the fact that the Board is pressing this issue to 
conclusion so very fast without an estimate is unsettling. 


 The discussion of available grants and loans seemed to be something of an afterthought.  If or 
when this plan goes through, River residents are going to need a great deal of help, not only in 
financing, but in just finding out where and how to apply for help.  I greatly fear that the state 
will issue a list of possible resources, and then leave us to our own devices.  I request that an 







office of financial assistance be established to help homeowners identify financial resources, 
learn about how to qualify, and otherwise navigate through the process. 


 A related concern, oft stated during the meeting, was that many homeowners may find the cost 
of compliance impossibly high.  The staff expressed compassion, appropriately, but was able 
only to say they are not in the business of putting people out of their homes.  I find that 
compassion admirable, but I don’t trust that it will last in the face of such an enormous 
undertaking.  The first people forced out of their homes will be the occasional users that Brenda 
Adelman described.  Whether they have adequate resources to install a five-figure septic system 
is a secondary matter; who among us can justify spending such serious money for such limited 
use?  I know for a fact that there are some folks on the River who are already facing the decision 
to sell, frightened that the State will be requiring huge investments soon.  Before the plan even 
is initiated, the character of our neighborhoods and communities could be changed irrevocably. 
 


The Board and staff has undoubtedly spent a great deal of time and money on this plan.  The residents 
of Hacienda appreciate that, and share the objective of making the River as clean and safe as it can 
possibly be.  But it appears to us that the concentration has been on the science, with too little 
consideration of the social effects that this plan will have.  You are about to visit an extreme financial 
burden on a small population that is poorly situated to absorb it.  I urge more time and more care be 
taken before rushing this plan to completion. 
 






