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Executive Summary 

The Ambient Groundwater Monitoring and Assessment (GAMA) program, sponsored by the 
California State Water Resources Control Board (SWRCB), aims to assess the water quality and 
relative susceptibility of groundwater resources throughout the state of California. In 2001, 
Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory (LLNL) carried out this vulnerability study in the 
groundwater basins of the Alameda Creek watershed.  The goal of the study is to provide a 
probabilistic assessment of the relative vulnerability of groundwater used for the public water 
supply to contamination by surface sources.  This assessment of relative contamination 
vulnerability is made based on the results of two types of analyses that are not routinely carried 
out at public water supply wells: ultra low-level measurement of volatile organic compounds 
(VOCs), and groundwater age dating (using the tritium-helium-3 method).  These observable 
parameters help define the flow field of a groundwater basin, and indicate the degree of vertical 
connection between near-surface sources (or potential sources) of contamination, and deeper 
groundwater pumped at high capacity production wells. 

The spatial pattern in vulnerability indicators (groundwater age and low level contaminants) 
differs greatly for the western versus the eastern portions of the Livermore-Amador Basin.  
Tetrachloroethylene (PCE) is nearly ubiquitous in Livermore wells, and may have a distributed 
source such as leaky sewers in addition to known point sources from dry cleaners.  Non-point 
source methyl tert butyl ether (MTBE) frequently occurs in these same wells.  Trihalomethanes 
(THMs) are not useful as tracers of advective transport of ‘recycled’ treated water in this basin, 
but MTBE is a good indicator of very recently recharged water.  Distributed recharge is inferred 
from the spatial distribution of ages.  Somewhat younger ages, and significantly more 
widespread VOC occurrence indicates that vertical pathways are present in the eastern side of 
basin.  A striking lack of VOC detections on the western side, and several very old groundwater 
ages indicate that the confining layer is thoroughly effective in preventing vertical flow in this 
highly productive part of the basin.  In contrast, the area of the Mocho sub-basin (eastern side), 
which is in active use, has a relatively high degree of vulnerability to contamination from surface 
sources. 

While Niles Cone public supply wells produce a large volume of very young water (70% of 
CY99 production had a mean age of less than ten years), the lack of contaminant sources in the 
small area between the recharge ponds and wellfields results in no detections of solvents or 
gasoline (BTEX) compounds.  The likely source for the very low-level detections of MTBE is 
the atmospheric-derived component from the recharging pond water.  In fact, the MTBE 
concentrations measured in production wells suggest that subsurface degradation of MTBE is 
taking place during transport from the recharge ponds to the wells.  The observed low-level 
THMs are likely residual from on-site disinfection.  The very young water ages measured for 
Above Hayward Fault (AHF) sub-basin wells indicate rapid, unimpeded, vertical and lateral 
transport, and a high degree of vulnerability.  The Below Hayward Fault (BHF) sub-basin wells 
in the shallow Newark Aquifer likewise yield young water and have higher vulnerability than the 
deeper Centerville-Fremont and Deep Aquifer wells.  The narrow age range observed in each of 
the three aquifers in the BHF sub-basin, and the good agreement with the predicted initial tritium 
value, indicate little mixing of water of different ages in the layered BHF aquifer system. 
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1.  Introduction 

The State Water Resources Control Board (SWRCB), in response to concerns expressed by 
the California Legislature and private citizens, has implemented a program to assess groundwater 
quality, and provide a predictive capability for identifying areas that are vulnerable to 
contamination.  The program was initiated because of concern about recent public supply well 
closures due to the presence of chemicals, such as MTBE from gasoline, and various solvents 
from industrial sources. As a result of this increased awareness regarding groundwater quality, 
the Supplemental Report of the 1999 Budget Act required the SWRCB to develop a 
comprehensive ambient groundwater-monitoring plan. To meet this mandate, the SWRCB 
created the Ambient Groundwater Monitoring and Assessment (GAMA) Program. The primary 
objective of the GAMA Program is to assess the water quality and relative susceptibility of 
groundwater resources throughout the state of California.  Under the GAMA program, scientists 
from Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory (LLNL) collaborate with the SWRCB, the U.S. 
Geological Survey, the California Department of Health Services (DHS), and the California 
Department of Water Resources to implement this groundwater assessment program.  

In 2001, Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory carried out this vulnerability study in the 
groundwater basins of the Alameda Creek watershed, located east of the San Francisco Bay.  The 
goal of the study is to provide a probabilistic assessment of the relative vulnerability of 
groundwater used for the public water supply to contamination from surface sources.  This 
assessment of relative contamination vulnerability is made based on the results of two types of 
analyses that are not routinely carried out at public water supply wells: ultra low-level 
measurement of volatile organic compounds (VOCs), and groundwater age dating (using the 
tritium-helium-3 method).  In addition, stable isotopes of oxygen are measured to help determine 
recharge water source location.  Interpreted together, and in the context of existing water quality 
and hydrogeologic data, these observable parameters help define the flow field of a groundwater 
basin, and indicate the degree of vertical connection between near-surface sources (or potential 
sources) of contamination, and deeper groundwater pumped at high capacity production wells. 

1.1.  Background and Theory 

1.1.1.  Groundwater Age-Dating Technique 

Tritium (3H) is a very low abundance (around 1 part in 1017 of total hydrogen), radioactive 
isotope of hydrogen with a half-life of 12.34 years.  Atmospheric nuclear weapons testing in the 
1950’s and early 1960’s released tritium to the atmosphere at levels several orders of magnitude 
above the background concentration (which results from cosmic ray interaction with isotopes in 
the atmosphere).  This atmospheric tritium enters groundwater (as HTO, with one hydrogen atom 
as tritium) during recharge. Its concentration in groundwater decreases by radioactive decay, 
dilution with non-tritiated groundwater, and dispersion.  While the presence of tritium is an 
excellent indicator of water that recharged less than about 50 years ago, age dating groundwater 
using tritium alone results in large uncertainties due to spatial and temporal variation in the 
initial tritium at recharge.  Measurement of both tritium and its daughter product helium-3 (3He) 
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ble 1a.  Analytical data for VOCs from wells sampled in the Alameda Watershed.  (Landscape table pagination page) 
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ble 1a.  Analytical data for VOCs from wells sampled in the Alameda Watershed.  (Landscape table cont. pagination page) 
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ble 1b.  Analytical data for stable isotopes and noble gases from wells sampled in the Alameda Watershed.  (Landscape table pagination page) 
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ble 1b.  Analytical data for stable isotopes and noble gases from wells sampled in the Alameda Watershed.  (Landscape table cont. pagination page) 
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Table 2.  Basic properties, regulatory, and reporting limits for VOCs included in this study. 

Compound type/ 
Chemical name 

(units) 

 
Common 

name 

 
 

Sources 

 
Key 

properties 

 
MCL  
(ppb) 

 
PHG 
(ppb) 

Gasoline oxygenate 
Methyl tert-Butyl Ether 

MTBE LUFTs, non-
point source 

highly soluble 
in water 

5 13 

Gasoline compounds 
Benzene 
Toluene 
Ethylbenzene 
Xylene 

 
B 
T 
E 
X 

petroleum 
products, 
industrial 
solvents 

 
less dense  
than water 

 
1 
150 
700 
1,750 

 
0.14 
0.15 
300 
1,800 

Solvents 
Trichloroethylene 
Tetrachloroethylene 

 
TCE 
PCE 

 
Industrial 
cleaning 
dry cleaning 

 
more dense 
than water 

 
5 
5 

 
0.8 
0.056 

Trihalomethanes 
Trichloromethane 
Bromodichloromethane 
Chlorodibromomethane 

THMs 
Chloroform 
BDCM 
CDBM 

 
disinfection 
by-products 

 
present in 
environment  
for >100 years 

total 
THMs 
100 

na 

Volatile pesticide 
Dibromo-3-chloropropane 

DBCP agricultural 
application 

now banned 0.2 .0017 

MCL = Maximum Contaminant Level (CA Department of Health Services). 
PHG = Public Health Goal (CalEPA suggested). 

2.3.1.  VOC Occurrence 

The distribution of VOCs in the public water supply (PWS) and monitoring wells is shown in 
Figure 3 (a–c).  The basic properties, reporting, and regulatory limits of these compounds are 
given in Table 2.  This short list of compounds was chosen because they showed the highest 
frequency of occurrence of the approximately 100 organic compounds in the DHS drinking 
water well database. 

The only compound that was monitored and had no detections above the reporting limit was 
DBCP (a volatile pesticide).  Only two wells delivered water that was below the reporting limit 
for all the compounds monitored (SFWD-09 and Stoneridge).  Nine more public supply wells 
and two of the five monitoring wells had positive detections of trihalomethanes (THMs) only, 
and were below the reporting limit for all the other compounds analyzed.  THMs are by-products 
of the disinfection of drinking water.  The source of low-level THMs can be advective transport 
of ‘recycled’ treated water, or residual from water treatment at or near the wellhead (see 
discussion below).  Three wells (all PWS) had low level detections above the reporting limit of 
the solvent trichloroethylene (TCE), while six PWS wells and three monitoring wells had 
detections of tetrachloroethylene (PCE). Only one of the PCE concentrations (CWS 10-1) 
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exceeded the state and federal maximum contaminant level (MCL) of 5 g/L for drinking water 
(U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, 1996).  The water purveyor was aware of this MCL 
exceedance from routine monitoring, and the water was being blended (with water below the 
reporting limit for PCE) to bring the delivered water into compliance with the DHS drinking 
water standard.  The PCE occurrences in CWS 8-01, CWS 19-01 and CWS 14-01, and the TCE 
occurrence in CWS 8-01, had likewise been detected during routine monitoring for several years 
prior to this study.  It should be emphasized that this study sampled raw water, and reported 
concentrations do not represent the concentrations entering the drinking water distribution 
system.  Delivered water is treated, and may be blended with surface water or with water from 
other PWS wells. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3a.  Map of MTBE concentrations in wells in the Livermore-Amador Groundwater Basin.  
Sampling sites shaded in green indicate wells with MTBE concentrations below the reporting limit.  
Sampling sites denoted by squares indicate monitoring wells, while circles indicate public supply wells. 

The CA state public health goal (PHG), which is the concentration at which the risk of 
developing cancer by drinking two liters of the affected water per day is 1 in 1 million, is 
especially low for PCE (Table 2), and is exceeded in four PWS wells (including those mentioned 
above) and in 1 monitoring well.  For all of the other compounds tested, the concentrations are 
well below regulatory limits, and most often more than 1,000 times below MCLs.  The 
concentrations found in these wells are not, for the most part, a public health concern. Their 
presence in groundwater is indicative of a component of post-industrial aged water.  And, since 
the number of years the different VOCs have been in common use differs – over 100 years for 
disinfection by-products, 50 to 60 years for heavy use of the solvents, and only 10 to 15 years for 
the gasoline additive MTBE, their presence or absence can be used to demarcate the time since 
recharge. 
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Figure 3b.  Map of PCE concentrations in wells in the Livermore-Amador Groundwater Basin.  
Sampling sites shaded in green indicate wells with PCE concentrations below the reporting limit.   

 

The potential sources for MTBE, BTEX, TCE, and PCE encompass activities that number in 
the hundreds in the study area.  For example, there are thirty-two dry cleaners (nineteen in 
Pleasanton and thirteen in Livermore) among the two hundred and sixty-two Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) regulated facilities in the study area (one hundred and twenty-three in 
Pleasanton and one hundred and thirty-nine in Livermore).  Furthermore, previously existing 
facilities, that are no longer in business, are perhaps more likely sources of e.g., PCE plumes, 
than existing facilities.  VOCs may be released into the air, surface water, vadose zone, or 
directly into groundwater from these facilities.  Subsequent transport to groundwater may take 
place by infiltration followed by advection, or by non-advective transport (e.g., a structurally 
compromised well casing).  Furthermore, leaking sewer lines, carrying wastewater contaminated 
with these compounds, can result in unintentional releases into the vadose or saturated zone. 
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Figure 3c.  Map of  TCE concentrations in wells in the Livermore-Amador Groundwater Basin.  
Sampling sites shaded in green indicate wells with TCE concentrations below the reporting limit.   

2.3.1.1.  THMs 

Water from the public supply wells in the Livermore-Amador Groundwater Basin is 
chlorinated or chloraminated at the well site (sometimes just downstream from sampling port).  
Some CWS wells are treated using down-hole chlorination devices.  Also, during pump 
maintenance and well development, pump parts and well casing are treated in order to disinfect 
the well.  For instance, Mocho 4 was newly drilled and pump tested at the time of sampling and 
Mocho 3 had been active only for several months, which likely explains the relatively high levels 
of disinfection byproducts found in these wells.  These activities suggest that THMs can be 
present as residuals, rather than from advective transport of treated surface water to the well 
capture zone.  Treated surface water at the del Valle treatment plant, which serves the area, has 
approximately equal, or sometimes more, BDCM compared to chloroform (and total THMs of 
approximately 100 ppb).  In general, groundwater has a much lower proportion of brominated 
THMs than chlorinated surface water, corroborating the evidence that the THMs have a local 
origin.  In contrast, Hopyard 6 well has THM ratios that reflect the surface water that has been 
injected there.  The Pleasanton W-8 also has relatively more of the brominated forms, and may 
be an exception in having a recycled surface water source.  However, the THM pattern may also 
be explained by groundwater that is locally higher in Br–. 

The most striking feature of Figure 3 (a-c) is that the detections of VOCs above the reporting 
limit (other than THMs) occur almost exclusively in the eastern portion of the basin, beneath the 
City of Livermore.  Several factors may be considered to explain the spatial disparity in 
occurrences of VOCs.  They include population density (because the number of sources of VOCs 
generally increases with increasing population density), leaking underground fuel tank (LUFT) 
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density (relevant for MTBE and BTEX compounds), the proximity of wells to sources, and the 
presence or absence of vertical transport pathways that allow near surface sources to reach 
deeper wells.  These factors have been found, in some cases, to correlate with VOC detections in 
ambient groundwater in other urban areas (Squillace et al., 1999; Squillace and Moran, 2000). 

2.3.1.2.  MTBE and BTEX 

California surface waters and precipitation contain MTBE due to equilibrium solubility with 
MTBE in the atmosphere, at concentrations of 50 to 1,000 ppt (Ekwurzel et al., 2001).  Since 
MTBE has been in heavy use beginning 10 to 15 years ago, this non-point source MTBE 
provides a time marker, indicating a component of water that recharged less than 15 years ago.  
The very low concentrations measured, and lack of BTEX co-contaminants suggest that this non-
point source component explains the MTBE detected in Pleasanton W-8, CWS 10-1, CWS 8-01, 
and CWS 19-01.  These wells therefore have a component of water that recharged in the last 
decade or so.  Pleasanton W-8, the only well on the western side of the basin with recent water 
indicators, is a higher capacity well (4,000 gpm) than the other wells in the area, and may have a 
more shallow capture zone. 

The data suggest that only two wells are affected by point source MTBE/gasoline leaks.  
Hopyard 9 has extremely low concentrations of E and X only – perhaps from a leak that pre-
dates use of MTBE.  In CWS 17-01, low level BTEX accompanies MTBE, and the MTBE 
concentration is higher than observed in other wells.  This is likely a very early warning of a 
LUFT plume, however, the plume may continue to be diluted to levels below concern because of 
the radial capture zone and high degree of dilution characteristic of long-screened production 
wells (Einarson and Mackay, 2001).  So, while there are more LUFTs, and a higher LUFT 
density, in areas closer to wells in Livermore than in Pleasanton, LUFT density and proximity 
explains only one MTBE detection. 

Treated water from the South Bay Aqueduct was injected at Hopyard 6, and pumped out 
3 months later.  At the time of sampling, it is estimated that ¾ of the injected water had been 
recovered (David Lunn, Zone 7 Water Agency, personal communication).  Previous water 
quality tests have shown that Hopyard 1, located just tens of feet away, is influenced by the 
injection well, and a fraction of the water pumped from it is injected water.  The surface water 
used for injection, from the South Bay Aqueduct, had an MTBE concentration of approximately 
1 µg/L (David Lunn, Zone 7 Water Agency, personal communication), so the measured MTBE 
concentration of 250 ppt agrees well with the estimated recovery of injected water.  Our own 
measurements of MTBE in State Project Water at a surface water treatment plant in the study 
area over the course of the study ranged from a low value of 60 ng/L in April, 2001 to a high of 
240 ng/L in October 2001. 

2.3.1.3.  TCE and PCE 

Detections of TCE and PCE are all on the eastern side of the basin, beneath Livermore.  
There are nineteen SLIC (Spills, Leaks, Investigations and Cleanup) sites (Region 2 RWQCB 
database) in Livermore and ten SLIC sites in Pleasanton.  Several of these sites are the sources of 
TCE and PCE plumes.  The TCE plume that has its source on the LLNL site is well 
characterized (Hoffman, 1992) and does not reach any of the wells sampled in this study.  Many 
of the SLIC sites in Livermore are located near the town’s center and up-gradient of the PWS 
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wells.  In contrast, the majority of the SLIC sites in Pleasanton are located to the southwest of the 
town’s center and down-gradient of the PWS wells.  Two dry cleaner plumes are known from 
RWQCB investigations (which affect wells CWS 14-01 and CWS 8-01) but these known plumes 
do not account for all the PCE detections.  PCE was detected in nine out of fifteen wells in 
Livermore.  One possibility for its widespread occurrence is that at joints, or places where sewer 
lines turn or have low points, PCE may accumulate and subsequently leak into groundwater.  
Furthermore, PCE and TCE are more dense than water (‘sinkers’), unlike MTBE and gasoline 
compounds (Table 1), which are less likely to be transported from the vadose zone to the 
saturated zone. 

2.3.2.  Mean Groundwater Ages and Dissolved Noble Gas Results 

Mean groundwater ages vary from 9 years to greater than 50 years for Livermore-Amador 
Basin wells.  In general, younger mean ages are found on the eastern side of the basin 
(Figure 3d), and in wells with shallower top-of-screens.  The lack of a clear spatial pattern in the 
mean groundwater ages determined for water samples from Livermore-Amador basin wells 
indicates that recharge is distributed over a large area (Figure 3d).  This is in contrast to e.g., the  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3d.  Map of groundwater ages determined using the 3H-3He method for wells in the 
Livermore-Amador Groundwater Basin.  Numbers adjacent to well sites indicate mean groundwater 
age in years. Sampling sites shaded in red indicate groundwater devoid of tritium, and hence greater than 
50 years old. NC denotes where the age was not calculated.  
intensively managed groundwater basins of the Los Angeles Basin, where recharge is intensely 
focused at engineered facilities (Shelton et al., 2001).  In the Livermore-Amador basin, 
significant recharge takes place along Arroyo del Valle and Arroyo Mocho, but also in higher 
elevation areas that surround the basin.  δ18O patterns corroborate the notion of distributed 
recharge for this basin.  The mean δ18O for Livermore wells is -7.7‰, while for Pleasanton wells 
(excluding Hopyard 1 and Hopyard 6 which are affected by State Project water with a δ18O of -9 
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to -10‰) δ18O averages -6.9‰.  This difference reflects the gradient in δ18O for precipitation as 
clouds move further inland, and indicates that these wells derive water from local recharge. 

There is a gradient in groundwater age from young to old on the western side of the basin, 
away from Arroyo del Valle, northward.  An area of significantly older water exists in the north-
central part of Bernal sub-basin (Hopyard and Mocho wellfields).  This older water is free of 
VOC detections (except THMs as noted above).  A large fraction of the total groundwater 
extracted from the basin comes from these wells.  It seems likely that the confining layer that 
exists in the western portion of the basin effectively isolates these wells from vertical transport 
(Figure 2).  The two Hopyard wells are a complex mixture of injected surface water and ambient 
groundwater, and the tritium-helium ages are not meaningful for the goals of the present study. 

The youngest age in a production well is observed in CWS 20-1, which is close to Arroyo 
Mocho Creek where recharge in coarse-grained creek bed sediments takes place. In general, 
wells situated near the creeks that drain the valley record younger ages.  These well may be 
considered vulnerable even though no VOCs (other than THMs) were detected.  Sources for 
VOCs are likely not present in the subsurface between the recharge areas and the well capture 
zones.  Likewise, vertical transport from the surface to CWS 17-01 is evidenced by its younger 
age, but in this case, local VOC sources result in the presence of 8 VOCs, excluding THMs.  In 
contrast, well CWS 24-01, located on the western edge of the Mocho sub-basin has no detectable 
tritium (age >50 years), and a high radiogenic 4He concentration (indicating the presence of a 
component thousands of years old), but also by far the deepest top-of-screen (Figure 2).  The 
total depth for wells in Pleasanton is on average 50-ft greater than for Livermore wells, and 
depth to the top of first screened interval is on average 10-ft deeper for Pleasanton wells.  
However, the younger average age for groundwater sampled from the eastern side of the basin is 
more likely due to the presence of unconfined aquifers on the eastern side, which allow more 
rapid vertical transport of water and contaminants. 

Additional information about the distribution that results from the mixture of ages present in 
water drawn from a well comes from the plot of initial tritium versus mean age (Figures 4a and 
4b).  The tritium that was present at the time of recharge is well known from measurements of 
tritium in precipitation at several sites in North America.  Water that recharged before about 
1955 now contains extremely low levels of tritium.  A groundwater sample, for which the 
measured age gives a decay-corrected tritium value that falls on or near the curve, is not 
significantly diluted with a component of ‘older’ water.  Samples that fall below the ‘initial 
tritium’ curve contain a fraction of water that recharged before 1955 (‘pre-modern’).  An 
estimate of the fraction of pre-modern water that is drawn from a well can be derived from the 
difference between the measured tritium and the ‘initial’ tritium.  The fact that many of the 
Livermore-Amador samples fall well below the initial tritium curve indicates that a significant 
component of older water reaches these wells, and that the mean 3H-3He age that is reported 
really represents a broad age distribution.  In particular, Hopyard, Mocho, and the Stoneridge 
wells draw high percentages of pre-modern water.  In contrast, the two eastern-most wells 
(CWS-17 and monitoring well 16A3), where relatively young ages are recorded, also have very 
low fractions of pre-modern water, corroborating the notion there is a zone of significant vertical 
transport in the eastern portion of the basin.  (As shown in Figure 4b, well 16A3, the well closest 
to the LLNL site, has a tritium level somewhat greater than the predicted level based on 
precipitation measurements.  This slightly elevated concentration is likely due to tritium releases 
from LLNL.) 
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Figure 4a.  Small symbols show tritium measured in precipitation over the last several decades at 
the location indicated.  Larger symbols are for wells from this study and show recharge year 
(groundwater age) vs. decay-corrected 3H concentration at the time of recharge.  Samples that fall below 
the curve indicate wells where a component of ‘pre-modern’ groundwater is present. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4b.  Expanded view of Figure 4a, including lines of equal percentages of pre-modern water.  
Sample 16A3 is closest to the Lawrence Livermore Laboratory site and likely has a component of tritium 
from that local source.  Wells falling along lines of high fractions of pre-modern water are those in the 
Mocho sub-basin, on the western side of the valley. 
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The concentration of 4He, a stable isotope of helium, in groundwater, gives additional 
information on subsurface residence time, at time scales greater than a few hundred years.  4He 
accumulates in groundwater due to the decay of uranium and thorium in the earth’s crust.  
Precise age dating using 4He is not possible because the accumulation rate depends on myriad 
factors, but samples older than a few hundred years usually have detectable ‘excess’ 4He (e.g., 
Solomon et al., 1996; Castro et al., 2000).  4He from U and Th decay was found in nearly all the 
production wells (and especially in the Mocho, Stoneridge, Hopyard, and CWS wells; see Table 
2b) at concentrations that indicate the presence of a component of the groundwater that is 
thousands to hundreds of thousands of years old.  These data serve to corroborate the notion that 
these long-screened wells draw in water with a broad age distribution, which has a long tail 
toward very old age. 

2.4.  Summary and Conclusions:  Livermore-Amador 
Groundwater Basin 

In summary, the spatial pattern in vulnerability indicators (groundwater age and low level 
contaminants) differs greatly for the western versus the eastern portions of the Livermore-
Amador Basin.  PCE is nearly ubiquitous in Livermore wells, and may have a distributed source 
such as leaky sewers in addition to known point sources.  Non-point source MTBE occurs 
frequently in these same wells.  THMs are not useful as tracers of advective transport of 
‘recycled’ treated water in this basin, but MTBE is a good indicator of very recently recharged 
water.  Distributed recharge is inferred from the spatial distribution of ages.  Somewhat younger 
ages, and significantly more widespread VOC occurrence indicates that vertical pathways are 
present in the eastern side of the basin.  A striking lack of VOC detections on the western side, 
and several very old groundwater ages indicate that the confining layer is thoroughly effective in 
preventing vertical flow in this highly productive part of the basin.  In contrast, the area of the 
Mocho sub-basin (eastern side), which is in active use, has a relatively high degree of 
vulnerability to contamination from surface sources. 

3.  Niles Cone Groundwater Basin 
The streams that drain the Livermore-Amador Basin flow into Alameda Creek, through Niles 

Canyon and discharge to San Francisco Bay.  The Niles Cone Groundwater Basin, a coarse-
grained, water-bearing alluvial deposit, sits at the western end of Niles Canyon.  The Alameda 
County Water District (ACWD) actively manages the basin for conjunctive use.  A key part of 
basin management is artificial recharge, the volume of which is 40,000 acre-ft of water per year.  
Recharge facilities consist of several abandoned quarries ranging in volume from 30 to 4,500 
acre-ft, and of temporary reservoirs impounded behind inflatable rubber dams, in the Alameda 
Creek channel, adjacent to recharge ponds (Figure 5). 

The groundwater basin comprises alluvial deposits of the Quaternary period.  Between 
periods of alluvial deposition, sea levels in San Francisco Bay rose and fine-grained sediment 
settled out to form aquicludes, separating the sands and gravels into distinct aquifer layers.  The 
Hayward Fault, part of the San Andreas system, runs in a general north-south direction in the 
area, and hydraulically divides the groundwater basin into two sub-basins: the “Above Hayward 
Fault” (AHF) and “Below Hayward Fault” (BHF) sub-basins on the east and west side of the 
Hayward Fault, respectively (Figure 6). 



UCRL-AR-148831 A Contamination Vulnerability Assessment for the  July 2002 
 Livermore-Amador and Niles Cone Groundwater Basins 
  

7/02-ERD:JM:rtd 20 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 5.  ACWD map showing major recharge facilities and wellfields; also shown are results  
from an artificial tracer study carried out in 1998 (Moran and Halliwell, in revision). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6.  Schematic cross section showing screened intervals in ACWD public supply wells on 
both sides of the Hayward Fault.  Mean 3H-3He ages are shown in blue, MTBE concentrations are 
shown in red. 
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With the Hayward Fault to the west, and hills to the north, south, and east, the AHF sub-
basin is effectively contained by no-flow boundaries.  The aquifer is unconfined throughout the 
study area, and no major changes in lithology have been observed during drilling of wells.  The 
BHF sub-basin comprises three major regional aquifers, which are separated from each other by 
clay aquicludes (Figure 6). The aquifers include the shallow Newark Aquifer, the Centerville-
Fremont Aquifer and the Deep Aquifer.  Throughout the basin, the Centerville-Fremont and 
Deep Aquifers are confined.  The Newark Aquifer is unconfined near the recharge area and the 
production wellfield but is confined in other areas.  All three major aquifers in the BHF sub-
basin are hydraulically bounded to the east by the Hayward Fault. 

The water district operates seventeen high volume production wells that are situated between 
1,200 and 2,500-ft from the recharge ponds (Figure 5).  Twelve were sampled for the 
vulnerability assessment study, and data for three more, tested for similar analytes for the tracer 
study, are also included.  In an average year, production wells in the AHF sub-basin yield 14,000 
acre-ft of water, and provide the main sink for water in the sub-basin.  BHF wells produce on 
average 6,000 acre-ft of water, with flow toward distal parts of the basin and up into creeks 
providing other sinks for water in the sub-basin.  Approximately 40% of all of the water 
delivered to the residents of Fremont, Newark, and Union City (population 330,000) is 
groundwater. 

3.1.  Water Quality History 

As is the case for the Livermore-Amador Basin, the most pressing and intractable water 
quality issue for the Niles Cone Basin is relatively high, and slowly but steadily increasing TDS.  
Groundwater is blended with surface water to reduce the TDS that is delivered to consumers.  
The two wellfields that comprise the district’s groundwater production capacity are adjacent to 
railroad tracks and industrial facilities.  In the relatively small area between the artificial recharge 
ponds and production wells, there are seven EPA regulated facilities that discharge hazardous 
waste or have air emissions, four leaking underground fuel tank sites, and two SLIC sites (United 
States Gypsum and a Union Pacific train derailment which resulted in a spill into the creek in 
1995).  Water quality issues that are related to artificial recharge are the potential for 
contamination from spills into the creek that supplies the recharge ponds, changes to water 
quality during recharge and subsurface flow, and future compliance with proposed regulations 
related to the use of recycled wastewater.  A study in which the recharge ponds were tagged with 
an artificial tracer, and several water quality parameters were monitored as tracer moved through 
the basin, addressed these water quality and transport issues (Moran and Halliwell, in review). 

3.2.  Results and Discussion 

Analytical results for ACWD public supply wells are shown in Tables 1a and 1b.  Low-level 
toluene was detected in some of the VOC QC transfer blanks, and well data were screened 
accordingly, at <30 ppt.  Ancillary data, including additional groundwater ages, water quality 
data for the recharge ponds, and low-level MTBE analyses for monitoring wells can be found in 
Moran and Halliwell, (in review). 
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3.2.1.  VOC Occurrence 

Chloroform was detected at very low concentrations in all of the wells sampled, and the other 
two THMs in the analyte suite were detected at even lower concentrations in just one well.  The 
likely source of THMs is a small amount of back-flushing of treated water.  Water treatment 
takes place at the wellfield. 

Extremely low MTBE concentrations were found in eight out of thirteen wells.  MTBE was 
measured in ACWD’s recharge ponds using the same low-level analytical technique and was 
found to be 100 to 250 ppt (Moran and Halliwell, in review). Rainwater samples from Fremont 
had concentrations of approximately 100 ppt (Ekwurzel et al., 2001). The MTBE detected in 
wells is therefore likely to have been transported from recharge ponds.  However, monitoring 
wells just adjacent to ponds had only 20-90 ppt MTBE and production wells have, on average, 
even lower concentrations, with a maximum concentration of only 27 ppt.  Given the young 
groundwater ages in the AHF wellfield, which do not have broad age distributions (see 
discussion below), and therefore little dilution with water that pre-dates the use of MTBE, 
degradation of MTBE must be taking place during transport to the wellfield.  Interestingly, while 
MTBE was detected in all of the wells in the northern part of the AHF wellfield, it was not 
detected in the two wells from the southern group.  The southern group of wells had later arrivals 
and greater dilution of tracer compared to the northern group (Moran and Halliwell, in review). 

No solvents, BTEX compounds, or DBCP were detected in the wells tested.  This is likely 
because no sources are present in the subsurface between the ponds and wellfield, but also 
indicates that these compounds are not transported from (and likely not present in) the recharge 
pond or creek water. 

3.2.2.  Groundwater Ages 

The age range observed for Niles Cone production wells nearly spans the applicable range of 
3H-3He method.  Ten of fifteen wells, all screened in the Newark Aquifer of the BHF sub-basin, 
or in the AHF sub-basin, have mean ages of ten years or less (Figure 6).  Thus, a large volume of 
the water pumped from the Niles Cone is <10 years old (e.g., in CY 1999 this young water was 
70% of total production).  Rapid turnover of the entire volume of the AHF sub-basin is indicated 
by the observed ages.  Indeed, Hudson and Moran (in review) found that a small fraction of the 
water produced at the PT wells travels from the recharge ponds in only 60 days.  Tracer results 
gave a maximum travel rate of 7,000 ft/year, while the mean age of 5 years gives a bulk travel 
rate of about 250 ft/year.  The greater age of 18 years found in well PT-2 is anomalous for the 
sub-basin.  The well log for PT-2 shows a localized confining clay layer just above the top screen 
(Mikel Halliwell, personal communication), which may create a deeper capture zone for that 
well. 

In the three aquifers of the BHF sub-basin, groundwater ages increase with depth, with the 
Newark Aquifer producing water with a mean age of 8.7 years, the Centerville-Fremont aquifer 
producing water with a mean age of 23 years, and the Deep aquifer with one well, and a mean 
groundwater age of 31 years (Figure 6).  The tritium concentration measured in the Deep aquifer, 
94 pCi/L, is high for ambient groundwater and indicates relatively little dilution with younger or 
older water.  Most of the ages measured in Niles Cone wells fall close to the predicted initial 
tritium curve, which indicates that the distribution in ages captured by the wells is rather narrow 
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(Figure 4a).  Addition of older water, which has little or no tritium, would shift those points 
down, below the initial tritium curve.  Accordingly, these wells draw relatively small fractions of 
pre-modern water, although it is interesting to note that even the wells with mean age results of 3 
to 5 years draw component of pre-modern water.  Only two wells have high radiogenic 4He 
concentrations – Mowry 6, the oldest of the Centerville-Fremont-screened wells, and PT-2, 
already identified as an outlier, perhaps with a deeper capture zone. 

3.3.  Summary and Conclusions:  Niles Cone Groundwater Basin 

While the Niles Cone PWS wells produce a large volume of very young water, the lack of 
contaminant sources in the small area between the recharge ponds and wellfields results in no 
detections of solvents or BTEX compounds.  The likely source for the very low-level detections 
of MTBE is the atmospheric-derived component from the recharging pond water.  In fact, the 
MTBE concentrations measured in production wells suggest that subsurface degradation of 
MTBE is taking place during transport from the recharge ponds to the wells.  The observed low-
level THMs are likely residual from on-site disinfection.  The very young water ages measured 
for AHF wells indicate rapid, unimpeded, vertical and lateral transport, and a high degree of 
vulnerability.  The BHF wells in the Newark Aquifer likewise yield young water and have higher 
vulnerability than the Centerville-Fremont and Deep Aquifer wells.  The narrow age range 
observed in each of the three aquifers in the BHF sub-basin, and the good agreement with the 
predicted initial tritium value, indicate little mixing of water of different ages in the layered BHF 
aquifer system. 
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