San Francisco Bay Regional Water Quality Control Board
EXECUTIVE OFFICER'S REPORT

 A  Monthly Report to the Board             April 10, 2002

MtBE Update (Chuck Headlee)  

On March 15, 2002, Governor Davis issued an executive order extending by one year the deadline for removing MtBE from gasoline – from Dec 31, 2002 to Jan 1, 2004.  The extension is intended to avoid spikes in gasoline prices, since it’s not clear that oil companies will be ready to complete a shift from MtBE to ethanol by the earlier date.  

Responses to the extension have been mixed.  Environmental organizations and some public water suppliers, such as Santa Clara Valley Water District, have publicly expressed disappointment with the delay, due to likely water pollution problems associated with the oxygenate’s continued usage.  The District’s letter to the governor is included in item 14 of your agenda materials (correspondence).  Oil industry reaction has also been mixed; some refiners have welcomed the extension while others have said the extension was not necessary.  Consumer groups have applauded the governor’s move, saying the extension will forestall an increase in gasoline prices caused by the unavailability of enough ethanol to meet demand.  

Region 2 and local agencies in our region have an aggressive program to identify and clean up MtBE releases near existing supply wells. This effort is helped by new regulatory tools, such as GIS (Geographic Information System) that shows the location of leaking tanks and existing supply wells, and better leak detection methods.  However, we remain concerned about new MtBE releases.  Preliminary results of several studies performed around the State show that new leaks are occurring even at stations with upgraded tanks.  State Board staff, using enhanced leak detection technology, found new leaks at two-thirds of the upgraded tank systems in a sampling of Central Valley stations.  A pilot program by the Santa Clara Valley Water District and Region 2 used soil and groundwater investigations to determine that undetected releases of MtBE were occurring at upgraded service stations; MtBE was detected in groundwater at two thirds of the roughly 40 sites sampled.  In fact, MtBE was detected in groundwater at concentrations that warranted opening 40% of the sites as active fuel leak cases.  

It appears that new leaks are from parts of the tank system not covered by the upgrades, such as the vent lines and vapor recovery systems.

Staff intend to expand the Santa Clara Valley pilot program to include all of the “high risk” operating stations in our region (those located near existing supply wells or overlying sensitive drinking water aquifers).  As was done in the initial pilot program, these sites will be identified using our in-house GIS capabilities and information from the local permitting agencies.

TMDL for Pesticide-Caused Toxicity in Bay Area Urban Creeks  (Bill Johnson)

This summer, we will complete a Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL) Report for Diazinon and Pesticide-Caused Toxicity in Bay Area Urban Creeks.  In March, we released a draft report that proposes numeric targets for the TMDL based on diazinon concentrations and toxicity.  We also held a stakeholder workshop to discuss the diazinon/pesticide toxicity problem, summarize diazinon (urban pesticide) sources, describe the proposed targets, and review implementation options.  

Diazinon is a common pesticide used to control pests such as ants, aphids, spiders, and grubs.  Professionals apply diazinon for landscape maintenance, agriculture, and structural pest control, but over-the-counter diazinon sales make up a sizeable portion of diazinon applications.  Although only a tiny fraction of the diazinon applied outdoors reaches urban creeks, diazinon concentrations in urban creeks are often high enough to cause aquatic toxicity.  

USEPA is phasing out urban, non-agricultural diazinon products as of December 31, 2004.  However, pesticide-related aquatic toxicity may continue in urban creeks because many of the available replacement pesticides also pose water quality concerns. Therefore, we are promoting actions that better protect water quality and encouraging “integrated pest management” (IPM), a pest control strategy that uses pest prevention and monitoring to determine when treatment is needed and employs non-chemical controls before using conventional pesticides as a last resort.  This strategy will be the foundation of the implementation plan for the TMDL.

Mohawk Laboratories  (Keith Roberson)

Mohawk Laboratories in recently completed two major investigations that have resulted in a much improved understanding of the extent of groundwater contamination caused by releases from its former solvent blending facility in Sunnyvale.  

One of these investigations characterized the mass of organic solvents remaining in soil and groundwater on the Mohawk property, while the other characterized the extent of shallow groundwater contamination in the off-site area downgradient of the Mohawk facility.  Both studies confirm that this is one of the biggest solvent plumes in our region.

The on-site study identified two primary chemical source areas: one beneath the former storage tank farm, and another adjacent to the main laboratory building.  Although over 27,000 pounds of organic solvents have been removed from groundwater over the past ten years by the groundwater treatment facility, Mohawk estimated that an additional 3,800 pounds of chlorinated solvents and 26,000 pounds of petroleum hydrocarbons (mostly mineral spirits) remains in soils at the site. 

The off-site investigation determined that the plume of dissolved chlorinated solvents extends more than a mile from the Mohawk facility.  Concentrations of dissolved solvents exceed 2,000 parts per billion (ppb) to a distance of almost 4,000 feet from the release point (for comparison, drinking water standards for these solvents are mostly in the less than 10, ppb range).  Despite the size of the plume and the large dissolved chemical mass, there is little evidence that groundwater resources currently used as sources of drinking water are threatened by the Mohawk plume.  To our knowledge, contamination is largely restricted to the uppermost aquifer zone, which is not used for water supply, and no public water supply wells lie within the footprint of the plume.

Completion of these investigations allows Mohawk to re-focus and expand its soil and groundwater cleanup efforts on-site, and to begin implementing a plan to cleanup the off-site area impacted by the release.  Because the plume extends beneath scores of off-site properties, cleanup will be challenging both technically and logistically, and is expected to take decades.  We expect to bring this matter to the Board in the future for adoption of final site cleanup requirements.

Discharge of Fire Retardant to Lagunitas Creek (Gayleen Perreira)

On March 8, 2002, in the early morning, while Marin County Fire Department firefighters were responding to a fire in a school outbuilding located in San Geronimo, a check valve malfunctioned on a fire truck and spilled five gallons of a concentrated fire retardant to a storm drain tributary of Lagunitas Creek.  Lagunitas Creek is a tributary to Tomales Bay, and the largest coastal Coho Salmon habitat in central California. The fire retardant, Silv-Ex, is a common firefighting product used to cool and smother fires and to enable water to penetrate into structures.  However, when applications of these firefighting products occur adjacent to aquatic habitats, it creates the possibility of incidental fish kills.  Local creek cleanup volunteers who responded to the spill reported that at least 20 fish were killed in Lagunitas Creek, and that the foam was visible as far as two miles downstream.   

Based on the facts of this incident, we requested that the Marin County Fire Department develop and implement a pollution prevention plan intended to minimize the potential water quality threat during use of these products.  The plan will include: 1) a description of the types and sources of chemical products used in firefighting that may adversely affect aquatic ecosystems; 2) pollution prevention measures that will be implemented to avoid problems similar to those that occurred; 3) a spill reporting and cleanup plan; and 4) training and/or educational outreach that will ensure consistent implementation of those measures. The Marin County Fire Department has also agreed to coordinate its efforts in developing the pollution prevention plan with the Salmon Protection Watershed Network, a local environmental group. 

Wendt Ranch Project (Bruce Wolfe)

The Wendt Ranch Project, as described in this report last June and August, is a small housing development proposed adjacent to Alamo Creek in the vicinity of the City of Danville in Contra Costa County.  Its construction would involve no direct fill of wetlands or creeks, and its design has been modified to minimize the potential for any indirect water quality impacts.   After receiving no comments on the project's draft water quality certification and waiver of waste discharge requirements, I issued the certification and waiver in August 2001.

In September 2001, the Siu's, residents adjacent to the proposed project, filed a petition with the State Board challenging the certification on a number of points.  In February 2002, the State Board found no basis for the petition and dismissed it.

On March 28, 2002, two local citizens groups, Save Our Danville Creeks and the Coalition to Save Tassajara Valley, sued the Regional Board, the State Board, and the developer, Shapell Industries of Northern California.   The suit, filed in Superior Court, alleges that the certification is invalid because it relied on the 1996 Environmental Impact Report (EIR) certified for the project by Contra Costa County.  The suit seeks setting aside the certification until a subsequent EIR is prepared and certified for the project.   We have asked the Attorney General's Office for assistance in representing us.  I will keep you informed of the status of this suit.

Proposition 13 Grant Program - mid-Cycle Report (Carrie Austin)

Region 2 is participating in the Coastal Nonpoint Source grant program, with $18.2 million available for the three Northern California Regions.  Coastal is broadly defined in the ballot proposition to include bays and estuaries, and therefore grant proposals in most of our region are eligible for funding.

The Request for Grant Concept Proposals was released December 13, 2001, with the proposals due February 1, 2002.  Region 2 received approximately 90 proposals requesting a total of $54 million.  Board staff  advanced 31 concept proposals to the full proposal stage.   It appears that the concept proposals are an efficient process for both applicants and staff.  A list of the projects for which we are requesting a full proposal is available from staff.

In addition to the above, CalFed will be awarding the other Prop 13 funds available in Northern California: $10 million for Watershed Protection (includes Region 2) and $10 million for Nonpoint Source in State Water Project areas (i.e., only for Delta watersheds).  Staff from this and the Central Valley Regions are participating in the 20-member CalFed Watershed Protection grant selection panel.

Pollution Prevention Workshop 

(Selina Louie)

Measuring effectiveness of best management practices to prevent pollution at the sources is critical for both wastewater and storm water agencies.  A workshop on measuring effectiveness sponsored by EPA Region 9, Regional Water Quality Control Board, the Bay Area Pollution Prevention Group, the Western Regional Pollution Prevention Network, and the Santa Clara County Pollution Prevention Program will be held on Thursday, June 13, 2002 at Elihu Harris State Building. 

In-house Training

Our March 28-29 training was on computer software for presentations and databases.  We will have in-house training on compliance tools in April.  We had several recent brown-bag topics – an April 3 session on anaerobic bio-remediation of groundwater contaminants, an April 10 session on golf course impacts to water quality, and an April 16 session on groundwater dating and banking.

Staff Presentations

On March 12, and 13, Keith Lichten spoke at a US EPA workshop on new development stormwater controls, presenting a summary of changes to new development stormwater regulations and examples of Bay Area projects incorporating innovative storm water controls.  The sold-out workshops, attended by about 230 planners, consultants, and others, was introduced by Tom Mumley, and mostly presented by staff of the Center for Watershed Protection, in Maryland, who presented tools to use to comply with changing regulations, as well as many examples of implementation.

On March 22nd Karen Taberski gave a presentation at the San Francisco Estuary Regional Monitoring Program (RMP) Annual Meeting entitled "Benefits of the Redesigned RMP to Regional Board Decision Making".

GIS Analyst Jeff Kapellas presented a poster on the problem of historic wells as vertical conduits for groundwater pollution at the annual meeting of the Association of American Geographers, held in Los Angeles on March 20-23.

Tom Mumley gave a presentation on “Total Maximum Daily Loads (TMDLs): The status of impaired waters and what TMDLs may mean to municipalities and businesses,” at the 2002 Regional Water Summit.  Held at San Jose State University, the Summit was sponsored by the Silicon Valley Manufacturing Group.

As part of the Annual Meeting for the Regional Monitoring Program, Richard Looker gave a presentation on “Current Regulatory Strategy for Copper in San Francisco Bay: Source Control, Pollution, and Monitoring.”

On April 4, Fred Hetzel gave a presentation on the PCBs in San Francisco Bay TMDL at the California Water Environment Association Annual Conference in Sacramento.
Roger Brewer spoke at the Twelfth Annual West Coast Conference on Contaminated Soils, Sediments and Water in San Diego. The conference was sponsored by the Association of Environmental Health and Sciences, US Navy, Interstate Technology Regulatory Cooperation (ITRC), and USEPA. He gave a presentation on the environmental risk posed by contaminated sites, which was titled “People, Fish or Bunnies? Screening For Potential Environ-mental Concerns At Contaminated Sites”.

Shin-Roei Lee and Selina Louie gave a joint presentation on "Model Mercury Pollution Prevention Programs - Why is it critical to your current and next NPDES permit?"  at the 74th Annual California Water Environment Association Conference in Sacramento. 

Bruce Wolfe gave a presentation on water quality permitting to the General Membership Meeting of the Associated General Contractors of California, emphasizing how to comply with both stormwater permits and water quality certifications.
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