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SUBJECT:
PROCESS FOR 2002 WATER QUALITY ASSESSMENT AND 303(d) LIST OF IMPAIRED WATER BODIES IN THE SAN FRANCISCO BAY REGION – Information Item

DISCUSSION:
Every two years the State is required to report to the U.S. EPA on the status of water quality in the State and provide a list of impaired water bodies (the so-called 303(d) list).  These actions, prescribed in the Clean Water Act, define impaired water bodies as those where water quality standards are not met.  The water quality assessment and 303(d) list provide the State planning tools to identify waters where regulatory programs are not addressing water quality issues of concern to the public.  In California, Regional Boards transmit recommendations to the State Board, which compiles the water quality assessment and revised 303(d) list, considers public comment, and sends the revised list to U.S. EPA (due April 2002).   

Federal regulations specify that States must “evaluate all existing and readily available water quality-related data and information” when developing the 303(d) list.  This requirement provides organizations and the public-at-large the opportunity to suggest changes to the 303(d) list based on recent physical, chemical, and biological data or information.  Changes to the 303(d) list may include: (1) adding water bodies and pollutants to the list; (2) de-listing, or removing water bodies and pollutants from the list; or (3) refining the list, using recent data to indicate specific pollutants instead of pollutant classes (e.g., mercury in lieu of metals).  

We have mailed a notice (Appendix A) to interested parties, explaining the process by which data and information will be considered “readily available”.  Any proposed changes to the 303(d) list will be based on data or information generated or brought to the Regional Board’s attention since 1997.  Without a formal statewide ambient monitoring program by which to assess water quality, historic listing decisions have relied on special studies or best professional judgment.  This Regional Board has also utilized well-known ambient data collection efforts such as the discharger-funded San Francisco Estuary Regional Monitoring Program for Trace Substances.

We will review data and information from specific water bodies to determine whether or not they are impaired relative to water quality standards.  Water quality standards are defined as the water body’s beneficial uses, any numeric or narrative water quality objectives to protect those uses, and a statement of antidegradation, preventing the degradation of an otherwise high quality water to the threshold of impairment.  Where numeric data are available that are of acceptable quality, we compare the data to applicable water quality objectives in the Basin Plan or California Toxics Rule.  If the data are representative of relevant conditions of exposure to fish, wildlife, or human health, then we can compare these data to applicable narrative and numeric water quality objectives to protect specific beneficial uses, such as swimming, fishing, drinking water, or protection of aquatic life.  Many water quality objectives include a concentration threshold of concern (e.g., 20 micrograms per liter or parts per billion), and how many samples are allowed to exceed that threshold during a given time period (e.g., an exceedance frequency of once per three years for pollutants toxic to aquatic life).  Other objectives do not specify this “exceedance frequency,” and require some guidance, such as that published by U.S. EPA.

For this listing cycle, we will draft proposed changes to the 303(d) list along with the rationale used for proposed changes and distribute them for comment during Summer 2001.  After receiving comments on the proposed changes, we will prepare a tentative resolution and accompanying staff report for the Regional Board’s consideration in Fall 2001.  The tentative resolution will transmit the Regional Board’s recommendations to the SWRCB on the condition of Regional waters.  The staff report will include recommended changes to the 303(d) list, a description of the rationale used for any recommended changes, and a summary of responses to comments received on the proposed changes.

Once the water bodies are 303(d) listed, the State is required to determine the amount that the pollutants of concern must be reduced to meet the applicable water quality standard and eliminate beneficial use impairment.  This allocation of allowable pollutant discharge from various sources is called a total maximum daily load, or TMDL.  Preparation of a TMDL is normally a major staff workload, but the TMDL process is the logical way of addressing problems where pollutants, such as mercury, come from many sources, including wastewater, urban runoff, air sources, and abandoned mines.  In this sense, the TMDL process becomes part of watershed management.

The 303(d) listing of impaired water bodies and the associated TMDL process has emerged as an important forum for addressing water quality issues.  In general, dischargers to a given water body tend to oppose its listing, whereas environmental organizations may seek the listing of more water bodies for more pollutants.  Resolution of such issues may depend on the availability of quality data and information from respected sources.  It is important to remember that the 303(d) listing process is ongoing, and changes can be made as more data become available over time.

This year, the State Board initiated the Surface Waters Ambient Monitoring Program, providing Regional Boards some resources to collect environmental data.  They have challenged Regional Boards to collect data from all hydrologic areas in their regions in a 5-year timeframe.  The next 303(d) list revision will be in 2006.  Therefore, by the next listing cycle, the State will be able to provide a more consistent and geographically broad data set for listing decisions than the Regional Boards currently have to assess water bodies.

RECOMMEN-
No action necessary at this time.

DATION:


Appendix A:  
Public Solicitation of Water Quality Information
