November 4, 2003

Gina Kathuria

California Regional Water Quality Control Board

 San Francisco Bay Region

1515 Clay Street, Suite 1400

Oakland, CA 94612

Dear Ms. Kathuria:

The Marin Municipal Water District (MMWD) appreciates the opportunity to comment on the proposed NPDES Permit No. CA0037851 for the Las Gallinas Valley Sanitary District (LGVSD).

As you know, since 1981 the MMWD has operated an innovative water recycling program which takes secondary effluent from the LGVSD, provides tertiary treatment, and distributes recycled water through 25 miles of distribution piping in San Rafael. The MMWD has invested over $16 million to build this project which not only saves potable water but also reduces discharge of wastewater into the Bay.  MMWD has worked hard to expand water recycling to the maximum extent practical and has “pushed the envelope” by pioneering new uses for recycled water.   The water recycling program includes:

· 330 landscape irrigation customers

· 15 buildings that use recycled water for toilet flushing (more buildings that use recycled water for toilet flushing than anywhere else in the USA).

· 3 car washes (which are the first to use recycled water in California) 

· 2 HVAC cooling towers (also the first in California)

· 1 commercial laundry (first and only one in the USA).

Most of the tertiary recycled water in California is produced by direct filtration processes.  However, because the water from LGVSD is so difficult to treat, we have had to install full conventional treatment.  Despite having full conventional treatment (clarification, sedimentation, and filtration), MMWD’s recycled water plant is too frequently knocked out of service due to poor water quality from the LGVSD.  When this occurs, less water is recycled and more is discharged to San Pablo Bay.  

Wording in our contract with LGVSD, and also in their NPDES permit, requires the LGVSD to “work to reuse the maximum feasible amount of treated wastewater and to minimize discharges to Miller Creek.”  They have not lived up to that requirement.  In fact, it has been our unpleasant experience that the NPDES permit actually allows the LGVSD to take a “Summer vacation” from good wastewater treatment.  As we understand the existing and proposed permit, when the LGVSD is not discharging to Miller Creek, the only water quality operating requirements in the proposed NPDES permit is to sample biological oxygen demand (BOD) once per week and total suspended solids 5 times per week (an increase from only once per week in the existing permit).  Our understanding is that violations of the NPDES criteria, when there is no discharge to Miller Creek, does not result in the same monetary penalties that apply when there is a discharge.  If our understanding is correct, then it is no wonder why it has been so difficult to keep the water recycling plant in operation.

The problem is that there is insufficient operations criteria in the NPDES permit to motivate the LGVSD to operate the plant in a manner that keeps the MMWD water recycling plant on line.  Our request to you is that you incorporate requirements in the NPDES permit that provides  more of an incentive for the LGVSD to live up to the spirit of the language in the NPDES permit and in our contract with the LGVSD.

With the retirement of the former LGVSD superintendent, these problems have been much improved this last Summer.  This also serves to demonstrate that it has always been possible to operate the LGVSD plant to provide good effluent quality to facilitate water recycling.  All that is needed to accomplish this is the regulatory incentive to do so.  While we do not expect problems as long as the new superintendent remains, we don’t want to have to rely on faith that it will happen.          

A summary of the problems within the LGVSD that have shut-down the MMWD recycling plant since 1997 is attached.  In general, the problems may be summarized as follows:

· High suspended solids in effluent.  In addition to suspended solids, problems with wastewater plant process shows up as color.  Since the water recycling regulatory criteria is based on turbidity, and color is detected the same as turbidity, high color from the wastewater plant can keep the recycling plant from operating.

· Poor control over chlorination and dechlorination chemicals.  Flow pacing of chlorine is poor and chlorination is excessive at low flows.  This in turn results in erratic and over feed of sodium bisulfite.  The water recycling plant needs a chlorine residual to operate and excessive dechlorination upsets the process. 

· Inadequate levels in storage ponds.  Without adequate level in the ponds the pumps that supply water to the recycling plant run dry, vortex, or suck mud.  

We were pleased to see that the Regional Board has determined that zinc does not have a reasonable potential to affect marine life and that the discharge limit for zinc has been removed.  The MMWD uses zinc orthophosphate as part of its corrosion control program and has found that it is very effective at controlling lead and copper corrosion in household plumbing systems which are typically composed of copper piping with brass faucets.  The MMWD has experimented with several non-zinc corrosion inhibitors and has not found any that work as well as those with zinc.  In fact, MMWD has observed a trade-off between zinc and copper.   

Since the USEPA implemented the Lead-Copper Rule for drinking water in 1991, the MMWD has had to pass stringent criteria that tests for lead and copper in first draw 1-liter samples taken from customer’s kitchen faucets after the water has been static (not flowing) for at least 6 hours.  The drinking water system has to demonstrate that the 90th  percentile concentrations of lead are no higher than 0.015 mg/L and no higher than 1.3 mg/L for copper.  When a drinking water system achieves results below these “action levels”, the system is considered to have optimized corrosion control.  This is an important human health issue as the USEPA estimates that 20% of humans exposure to lead is from household plumbing systems.  The MMWD has achieved 90th percentile levels of non-detect (zero) for lead and 0.12 mg/L for copper (less than 1/10th of the regulatory limit).  In a drinking water version of the “anti-backsliding” rule, MMWD’s corrosion would not be considered optimized if it changed corrosion control methods and the levels cited above increased, even though they might be below the action levels.  Any reduction in effectiveness would be considered a drinking water regulatory violation.  Accordingly, we are not eager to experiment with alternative methods that are likely to subject our customers to higher levels of lead or regulatory violations which would ruin MMWD’s perfect regulatory compliance record. We are pleased that the new draft permit for the LGVSD removes the discharge limit for zinc.

Thank you for considering our comments.

Sincerely,

Robert S. Castle, P.E.

Water Quality Manager

Attachment:  Las Gallinas Recycling Plant Shut-Downs Caused by Raw Water Quality Problems 1997 – 2003

CC:  Pam Nicolai – General Manager MMWD

