Surface Water Ambient Monitoring Program

San Francisco Bay Regional Water Quality Control Board

Everyone agrees that California needs to set up water quality monitoring programs so that regulatory decisions are based on the best available science.  Through the urging of a public advisory group representing all perspectives, the state began the Surface Water Ambient Monitoring Program (SWAMP) in 2000.  The San Francisco Bay Regional Water Quality Control Board (Water Board) is in the second year of conducting this statewide monitoring program, measuring water quality indicators in creeks, lakes, reservoirs, and bays of the San Francisco Bay Region.  

The Water Board intends to use this new source of funding to do a better job of identifying places in the region where improvements are scientifically warranted, and also to highlight areas where water quality is exceptional.

Monitoring Streams and Watersheds

While San Francisco Bay itself is extensively monitored, in many watersheds there is very little information available to make mandatory assessments.  Therefore, we have decided to focus the SWAMP program mostly on the wadeable streams of the Bay Area.  In order to achieve this goal, the Water Board needs to collect water, sediment, and biological samples throughout its jurisdiction to understand “baseline” conditions (how things are now), and understand natural variability and effects of land use on water quality.  To collect these samples, the Water Board needs assistance from public and private landowners and managers, primarily in the form of access.

The Water Board prefers to make decisions based on best available science.  Monitoring water quality can achieve this goal, if it answers questions, such as:

· Does the water, sediment, or fish tissue contain pollutants at levels that violate water quality standards?

· Are water quality objectives for dissolved oxygen, pH, ammonia, bacteria, and other parameters met in the water bodies?

· Is the water or sediment toxic to organisms?

· Does the water body support a reasonable level of biodiversity, or do disturbance-tolerant organisms dominate the biological community?

· What is the physical integrity of the water body, especially regarding flow, sediment, and fish habitat?

To achieve the goal of generating water quality information for all watersheds in the San Francisco Bay Region in the next 5 to10 years, the Water Board has proposed a rotating basin approach.  In any given calendar year, 3 to 12 watersheds (of about 50-100 square miles) will be targeted for monitoring by the Water Board, based on staffing and funding.  

Monitoring Design

When the Water Board begins to work in a new watershed, the first task is to characterize and map the watershed drainage area, channel network, and general land uses.  The Water Board is interested in the ways people use the waterbodies, such as for swimming, wading, fishing, drinking, agricultural use, and habitat for fish and wildlife.  These uses and the general land uses, hydrology, geology and vegetation characteristics of a watershed will help guide what kind of questions that monitoring can answer. We never expect pristine conditions right where people live and work, but we are interested in using our regulatory and funding mechanisms to help improve water quality where possible, consistent with our mission to protect the waters of the state for their use and enjoyment by the people of the state.

Tier 1 and Tier 2 Sampling

Tier 1 includes more general measurements to be made at all selected sampling locations, allowing a screening-level assessment of physical, chemical, and biological integrity, and Tier 2 includes measurements to answer specific questions about certain land uses and the potential impairment of water quality. 

Frequency and Timing of Monitoring

Tier 1 general water quality monitoring will be conducted throughout the 9 to 12-month sampling period, consisting of continuous monitoring.  Also, bioassessments and preliminary visual physical assessments will be conducted in the spring.  

Frequency and timing of Tier 2 parameter suites is proposed to be conducted as follows:

· Nutrients:  three sampling events during the year at several specific stations in a watershed.  

· Pathogen Indicators: one to three sampling events during the year at sites where the public has water contact, or where there are suspected or documented problems.

· Toxicity/Water:  three sampling events during the year to perform tests on water samples to determine detectable in-stream toxicity.  
· Toxicity/Sediment:  one sampling event during the year to perform freshwater sediment toxicity test at the lowest nontidal sampling station.
· Contaminants (metals and organics):  three sampling events during the year, concurrent with toxicity and/or nutrient sampling.  

· Physical Assessment (measured) – Geomorphic and other measurements at selected sites within a watershed based on review of initial visual physical assessments.

Availability of Data
SWAMP is in its startup phases, especially with respect to data management and presentation.  Because the Water Board is a public agency, the data will ultimately be available to anyone, but it will take time to assure its quality and to develop ways to efficiently deliver it to interested parties.  We anticipate after sample collection, it will be about one year before data from a group of watersheds is available to the public.  The Water Board will produce interpretive reports to help prevent miss-application of data. 

The Water Board is optimistic that by collecting different types of water quality indicators together, a more accurate picture of watershed health will emerge.  We are not interested in making hasty decisions based on monitoring data, but wish to draw attention to areas where water quality is exceptional, or where improvements are needed to protect public health and the aquatic ecosystem.  These goals will not be achieved without cooperation and assistance of public and private landowners and managers throughout the Bay Area.

The SWAMP Program Managers for the Water Board are Karen Taberski (ph. 510-622-2424, email kmt@rb2.swrcb.ca.gov) and Steve Moore (ph. 510-622-2439, email smm@rb2.swrcb.ca.gov).  We are happy to answer questions about the program as it grows and matures, and to meet personally with local organizations and agencies to report on the status of monitoring designs and/or results in specific watersheds, as they become available.

More detailed information is available at www.swrcb.ca.gov/rwqcb2 under available documents, or call the program managers.
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