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Article on MTBE in Drinking Water (Chuck Headlee)

The San Francisco Chronicle published an article titled "Drinking Water in Peril" in the August 26th Sunday paper.  Despite its dramatic title, the article was a fair and mostly accurate picture of the impact of the fuel oxygenate MTBE on California’s drinking water resource.  Our agency was the source of much of the information in the article, notably the map of high-threat MTBE release sites in the Bay Area. 

Some clarification is in order regarding a few key points in the article. The article gives the impression that the State Board and Regional Boards have not prioritized MTBE cases.  This is incorrect.  The State Board and the Regional Boards have already prioritized all MTBE leak cases with regards to their threat to groundwater resources.  In our region all high-priority MTBE release sites are currently under active remediation.  In all Bay Area cases where MTBE is a potential threat to drinking water we are requiring cleanup of the source of pollution. This is being done either directly by us or by working cooperatively with local agencies.  In the handful of Bay Area cases where MTBE was found in a drinking water supply well, that well was taken out of service while the MTBE plume was being remediated.  

The article underscored our efforts toward better customer service by mentioning the State’s efforts to create a unified database for the underground tank program.  The geographical environmental information management system (GEIMS) along with its web-based application program (GeoTracker) is improving our ability to identify and manage high-risk cases.  It also allows the public to search the database for information on MTBE release sites as well as other contaminants.  

I signed a Letter to the Editor to highlight that we are aggressively pursuing identification, prioritization, and remediation of MTBE cases. However, it was not published.

Joint Task Force for California Watershed Management, Tomales Bay (Susan Gladstone)

On August 14th, I participated in a multi-agency tour of the Lagunitas and Tomales Bay watersheds with Mary Nichols, Secretary of the Resources Agency. Under a program established by Assembly Bill 2117, the Resources Agency and the State Water Resources Control Board are required to identify a small number of pilot watershed protection projects and to evaluate the collaborative and cooperative mechanism between various agencies, landowners, and environmental groups on those projects.  The goal is to determine how well the stakeholder process works towards implementation of comprehensive watershed management plans.  The Lagunitas and Tomales Bay watersheds have been selected as one of ten of these pilot projects statewide.

At the invitation of Marin County Supervisor Steve Kinsey, we viewed several aspects of the two watersheds, including projects carried out by the Marin Municipal Water District to restore coho salmon habitat in Lagunitas Creek.  Following the tour, presentations (including ones by me and Dale Hopkins, our Watershed Management Coordinator) were made at the Inverness Yacht Club on the progress of our agency, the Marin Resource Conservation District, other federal, state, and local agencies, and the Tomales Bay Watershed Council, in working towards consensus to develop the watershed assessment and plan for Tomales Bay.  Finally, Ms. Nichols addressed the group by acknowledging the need for an interdisciplinary approach to address watershed issues, and for reliance on the collaborative spirit of the community. This tour and presentation session served to kickoff the AB 2117 program. In depth questionnaires and a survey are being developed to evaluate each pilot project.  A “lessons-learned” report to the legislature will follow.

Risk Based Cleanup Workshops 

(Roger Brewer)

During the month of August, staff held five workshops for regulatory agencies and the general public to present the in-house, technical document Application of Risk-Based Screening Levels (RBSLs) and Decision Making to Sites with Contaminated Soil and Groundwater (Interim Final, August 2000).  The document contains RBSLs for over 100 chemicals commonly found at contaminated sites.  The presence of a chemical in soil or groundwater at a concentration below the respective RBSL can reasonably be assumed to not pose a significant threat to human health and the environment.  The RBSLs are being used to expedite the evaluation of potential environmental concerns at contaminated sites and ultimately expedite the cleanup and closure of these sites.  Use of the RBSL document is voluntary, but it seems to be popular with responsible parties at smaller, lower-risk sites.

The RBSL document has been recently referenced in Senate Bill 32, authored by Senator Martha Escutia.  The bill would require state and local agencies in southern California to use the RBSL document on a pilot basis at 25 sites for a two-year period.  The bill would also require Cal/EPA to develop a similar document by 2004.  As of early September, we don't know if this bill will be passed into law.  Although developed strictly for use at sites overseen by this Board, this bill has spurred interest in the RBSL document among other Regional Boards as well as other state agencies.  Presentations have recently been made to the Office of Environmental Health Hazard Evaluation and the Department of Toxics Substances Control in Sacramento as well as the Central Valley and Los Angeles Regional Boards.  A full update of the document is scheduled for the end of 2001.  A peer review of the RBSL document is currently underway through Cal/EPA.  The document is available for review and downloading at www.swrcb.ca.gov/rwqcb2/ under "Items for Comment."

Impaired Water Bodies List 
(Steve Moore)

We recently completed a draft report on impaired water quality conditions in surface waters of the San Francisco Bay Region and are inviting comments on our draft report.  It is available to the public in paper copy and on our website under “2002 303(d) List Process”. Comments on the report are due October 15, allowing 45 days for public agencies, organizations, and individuals to review and comment on the rationale and information that we used to justify any changes to the 303(d) List of Impaired Water Bodies, last compiled in 1998.  We plan to present our recommendations, including a responsiveness summary to comments received, to the Regional Board at the November 28 meeting.  

The state is required to identify a list of impaired water bodies requiring water quality-based controls, or Total Maximum Daily Loads (TMDLs), under Section 303(d) of the Federal Clean Water Act (CWA).  The TMDLs are essentially water quality attainment strategies for specific water bodies and pollutants, for example mercury in the San Francisco Bay Estuary.  TMDLs address all sources of a pollutant, and not just regulated sources.  Any TMDL will evaluate controls for waters tributary to the 303(d) listed water body as well as the 303(d) listed water body.

On March 2, 2001, the Regional Board solicited information from the public to consider for the 303(d) list.  In addition to our planned assessments, we were requested to review information on many pollutants for over 100 water bodies.  We will consider public comments on our report, revise our recommendations as appropriate, and request the Regional Board to authorize the Executive Officer to provide recommended Section 303(d) list changes to the State Board.  The State Board will review recommendations from all the Regional Boards.  The State Board will hold a public hearing and consider public comments; finalize the 303(d) list; and transmit the list to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA).

The draft 303(d) list update includes additions to water bodies and pollutants; removal of water bodies and pollutants, if standards are attained; and changes to the descriptions of water bodies currently listed.  Notable changes to the list include a recommendation to de-list most of the San Francisco Bay Estuary for copper and nickel, and to list several beach areas for high coliform counts, an indicator of bacterial pollution.  A number of potential pollution issues were brought to our attention without enough data or information to support listing, but of enough concern to require increased assessment activity between now and the next listing cycle, which could be two or four years from now, depending on emerging regulations from the EPA. These issues will be listed as “threatened”, but not officially listed on our 303d list.

Storm Drain Sampling at Pacheco Pond, Marin County (Susan Gladstone)
In May I reported on coordination between Board staff and staff of Marin County’s Municipal Storm Water Program in response to complaints received about fish kills at Pacheco Pond on Novato and Pacheco Creeks in the City of Novato. Removal of tide gates downstream of the Pond, and subsequent high flows, may have potentially caused the release of chemicals suspected to be bound to sediments. As a follow up to this concern, County staff took a number of sediment samples at various locations along Pacheco Creek, at storm drain outfalls, and within the Pond. 

Results of the County’s sampling revealed concentrations of chlordane and DDT higher than would typically be expected for ambient levels for North Bay creeks. These pesticides have been measured in our Regional Monitoring Program for a number of years, and Board staff have derived ambient sediment concentrations for these chemicals for the Bay.  The highest concentration of chlordane was detected at a storm drain outfall downstream of an industrial park and nearby trailer park at the Bel Marin Keyes commercial area. Concentrations of DDT were highest at a location in Pacheco Creek that is within the boundary of the former Hamilton Army Airfield. Although they are higher than ambient, the pesticide concentrations do not reflect levels that would be expected to cause immediate toxicity to fish or aquatic life. 

As a next step, the County staff reviewed local storm drain maps to identify potential sources for the chlordane, and took additional sediment samples at six storm drain locations upstream of the initial detection of chlordane. This work was completed at the end of August. The County plans to clean the sediment and residual water from these storm drains prior to the beginning of the rainy season. They also intend to use this opportunity to educate local home and business owners about the importance of preventing chemicals and runoff from entering storm drains. 

While the County is actively pursuing the sampling, there is still not an apparent link between the reported fish kills in late spring and the sediment data received to date. The possibility remains that low circulation in the Pond, combined with high summer temperatures, could cause excess algae to grow and a reduction of the amount of dissolved oxygen in the water. The County intends to replace the tide gates with newer types that can allow for tidal fluctuations and flows into the Pond. The County also intends to hire a consultant to develop a long-term management plan for the Pond. Staff will continue to provide updates as appropriate on this issue.

Arsenic at Former Southern Pacific Rail Spur/East Palo Alto (Mark Johnson)

Since our last update in April, there has been significant progress on this case, both in defining the extent of arsenic contamination in soil and in determining future land use of the rail spur.  In April, Board staff hosted two community meetings to notify the residents of the upcoming investigation and discuss their concerns.  Union Pacific, successor to Southern Pacific, has completed additional soil investigation and is expected to submit a draft report to the Board later this month.  The investigation confirmed earlier work, which found patches of somewhat elevated arsenic in surface soils.  Union Pacific is conducting some additional sampling to further delineate the extent of pollution later this month.

The rail spur is located adjacent to about 50 residences in East Palo Alto.  It was previously used by Southern Pacific (now Union Pacific) Rail Road to transport materials to and from industrial facilities in this area, including the Rhone-Poulenc plant, a manufacturer of arsenic-based pesticides.  The former spur is approximately 5,700 feet long and separates the Ravenswood Industrial Area from the adjacent residential area.  

One of the primary issues which has arisen, is that of property rights and the future use of the former spur.  Future use of the rail spur has been a key issue in determining an appropriate cleanup strategy. Board staff and the City of East Palo Alto have worked closely to bring this matter to resolution.  The City is expected to make a determination on future land use this month.  Once this has occurred, Board staff, Union Pacific, and the City will hold another community meeting to notify residents of the results on the investigation, the future land use, and a time schedule for developing a final cleanup plan for the site.  While work is proceeding smoothly now, without formal Board directives, we have a draft enforcement order ready for Executive Order issuance should investigation and cleanup activities bog down for any reason.  Staff will keep the Board appraised of ongoing progress at the site.

PG&E-Potrero Cleanup Status (Vic Pal)

In late August, PG&E received court approval to resume remedial activities for upland pollution at its Potrero power plant site, located adjacent to the San Francisco Bay at in San Francisco.  Board staff had temporarily suspended oversight activities following PG&E's bankruptcy filing.   The power plant was sold by PG&E in 1998 and is owned and operated by Mirant California, LLC (Mirant).  Mirant is currently working with the California Energy Commission to permit an additional plant at the site.  The bankruptcy filing did not affect Board staff's review of Mirant's application for modified cooling water intakes and discharge points, including associated sediment issues.  

The site has historically been used for various industrial operations since the late 1800s.  These include a sugar plant, a barrel manufacturing facility, and a manufactured gas plant.  Residues generated from the former site operations consist primarily of oil and coal tar wastes.  Chemicals associated with these wastes are present in soil and groundwater at the site, primarily in the northeastern area adjacent to the San Francisco Bay.  PG&E's site investigation began in the 1990s and indicate that the chemicals in soil and groundwater do not pose a significant human health risk, assuming that the site continues to be used as an industrial facility.  Chemicals in groundwater may be migrating off-site and toward the Bay in a portion of the site.  Current site work includes further evaluating the areas of historical waste, the groundwater transport of chemicals, and possible remedial alternatives to protect water quality in the Bay.  Work is also being conducted to assess the possible impacts site chemicals may have on sediments and aquatic life in the Bay.

Regulatory oversight is being provided through the State's lead-agency designation process.  The Regional Board is acting as the lead agency, with input from the Department of Toxic Substances Control, the Department of Fish and Game, and the City of San Francisco Department of Public Health.
Port of Oakland (Berth 24) Cleanup Status  (Betty Graham)

The two responsible parties at this shoreline site, Mobil Oil and the Port of Oakland, have recently made some progress in resolving their dispute over subsurface methane – the threat it poses to Port operations and appropriate cleanup or risk-management measures.  Berth 24, the Maersk Terminal, was operated as a bulk fuel terminal by Mobil from 1926 to 1979 on land owned by the Port.  The Board adopted Site Cleanup Requirements in 1999 that named both Mobil and the Port as responsible parties and required, in part, that Mobil and the Port negotiate an access agreement, conduct additional investigations to install monitoring wells, confirm the presence and source of a methane gas plume, assess the risks posed by the methane gas, and prepare a remediation/risk management plan.  The Order required completion of these tasks by August 15, 2000.

Most of the required tasks have been completed.  However, Mobil and the Port disagree over the methane gas risk assessment and a remediation/risk management strategy.  Mobil’s analysis concludes: 1) methane gas does not pose an unacceptable risk of explosion; 2)  the site does not pose unacceptable human or ecological health risks; 3) no remediation or risk management measures are warranted; and 4) the site qualifies as a low risk fuel site.  The Port concludes: 1)  Mobil’s analyses are flawed; 2) methane gas concentrations pose an unacceptable risk of explosion, and 3) remediation/risk management measures are warranted.  Board staff found that Mobil’s analysis was not adequate and issued a Notice of Violation  in May 2001.  Board staff also encouraged mediation.  The parties have subsequently agreed to a mediation process and both are working to revise and resubmit the disputed reports.  Board staff will be tracking progress of the mediation and will keep the Board informed of significant developments.

Mare Island Naval Shipyard (MINS) (Gary Riley)

 Transfers of two portions of MINS before clean up of pollution is completed, (Early Transfers), are on schedule to be completed by the end of the year. The transfer of the Eastern Parcel to the City of Vallejo and its developer, Lennar Mare Island, is expected to receive Governor approval by the end of September. Lennar's environmental contractor, CH2M Hill, has begun investigative work on the Eastern Parcel in anticipation of transfer.

Early transfer of the Western Parcel to the State Lands Commission (SLC) is scheduled to be approved by the end of the year. SLC will lease the dredge ponds on this parcel to the City and its subleasee, Roy F. Weston, Inc.  Weston will be assuming environmental responsibility for investigation and remediation of the transferred dredge ponds as well as the Facility Landfill, Former Ordnance Disposal, and Western Magazine areas of MINS. Adoption of a Remedial Action Plan for the Western Parcel is required prior to approval of the transfer. Board staff are actively involved in oversight of remediation activities across Mare Island.

UST database transition (Tom Geisler)

On August 31, our region went "on line" with the State Board's new database for underground storage tanks (USTs).  The database is known as the Geographical Environmental Information Management System (GEIMS); it is coupled with a web-based application program (GeoTracker).   The UST database tracks our oversight of leaking UST cases, mostly leaking fuel tanks.  GEIMS/GeoTracker has several new features of benefit to us and the public: it can track a wider range of oversight tasks, it can track pollution data for each site, and it allows us to see where UST sites are in relation to supply wells, groundwater recharge zones, and other sensitive features.  This last feature allows us to identify and focus on high-priority UST cases.

Local Oversight Program agencies - those local agencies under contract to the State Board to oversee fuel UST cleanups - are scheduled to link up to GEIMS/GeoTracker by year's end.  In mid-September, our UST database coordinator, Tom Geisler, and our UST program manager, John Kaiser, will attend a meeting in San Diego to discuss further refinements necessary for successful implementation of this system.  We expect some bumps during the database transition but are committed to making the new system work.  I will update you as needed on this effort.

Pesticides Workshops (Selina Louie)

This summer, three Integrated Pest Management (IPM) workshops were held in the San Francisco Bay area for public agency staff, pest control operators and school district staff.  IPM is a strategy that emphasizes less toxic controls for keeping pests at acceptable low levels.

The workshops were led by the Bio-Integral Resource Center and professional pest management experts.  The 112 attendees were given detailed information on ways to control ants, cockroaches and spiders using IPM principles.  These workshops provided instruction on alternative ways to control these pests so there would be less use of products containing diazinon and chlorpyrifos, which are impairing Bay area surface waters.

For example, the workshops discussed less toxic controls for ants.  Presenters discussed a list of less toxic controls such as killing the scouts, and using ant baits.  Workshop attendees were also given tips on the prevention of ants such as storing food in containers that seal tightly, and caulking cracks.

The highly successful workshops were part of the FY 2000-01 work plans for the Bay Area Pollution Prevention Group and the Bay Area Stormwater Management Agencies Association and were funded in part by those agencies as well as many local stormwater and wastewater agencies. 

In-house Training

Our August training was on "effective briefings", with outside speaker Roger Dolan.  In September, we will have our annual health and safety 8-hour refresher training.  Brown-bag topics included a September 5 session on urban stormwater treatment (Will Harris – Stormwater Management, Inc.).

Staff Presentations

Larry Kolb spoke on water issues before the East (Contra Costa) County Leadership Forum on August 17.

John Muller and I attended a joint chairs and executive officers meeting in Sacramento. Among other things, we discussed the Agenda for the Water Quality Coordinating Committee meeting in Palm Dessert on November 1 and 2. 

The Long Term Management Strategy (LTMS) agencies briefed US EPA Administrator Christine Todd Whitman during her visit to the Bay Area. We especially highlighted that our partnerships are effective in ensuring that dredging and dredge material disposal are done in an environmentally and economically sensitive manner. The executive directors of the Army Corps, US EPA, BCDC, and the Regional Board continue to meet monthly to provide leadership in dredging issues. Administrator Whitman regards our efforts as a national model.

Staff and I participated in a standing room only meeting to discuss use of reclaimed water to augment restoration activities on the Napa/Sonoma marshes. Participants include the Sonoma Valley Water District, Coastal Conservancy, Fish and Game, and the Bay Institute. I reported that the Board highly encourages reclaimed water use and Board staff will prioritize our input to help make this happen.

I met with the Marin County sewage treatment plant general managers to highlight Board priorities and discuss Board direction on NPDES permits. We also had the opportunity to discuss increased reclamation and pollution prevention.

Bruce Wolfe and I attended a luncheon with East Bay Park District board members and staff to discuss and highlight our effective partnerships.

I attended a meeting of the California Environmental Dialogue (CED) in Sacramento to discuss diversity issues. The business, government, and environmental members want to ensure that our Dialogue includes diversity understanding.

Our outreach activities continue on the Santa Clara County stormwater permit. I am scheduled to meet with City and County elected officials, cities managers, and public works/redevelopment managers. Staff have hosted workshops to discuss the permit and solicit input. We expect that by the October Board meeting many issues will be resolved.
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