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Review of Quantitative Data for the San Diego River

In its 1998 305(b) report the Regional Board indicates that there has been no assessment of the San Diego River. However, after only approximately one month of research we were able to locate several sources of quantitative water quality data going back as far as 1965, sources of data are listed below:

* Padre Dam Municipal Water District Receiving Water Sampling and Analyses Data

* City of El Cajon, Storm Water Monitoring Data

* City of Santee, Storm Water Monitoring Data

* Groundwater Sampling Data – Santee, El Monte Monitoring Program

* SDRWQCB 1999 Biological Assessment Annual Report

* Department of Water Resources – 1965 Ground Water Conditions in the San Diego River Valley Report

* San Diego BayKeeper Water Quality Monitoring Program Data

After reviewing surface water data for the San Diego River and having conducted testing of our own we have identified several areas of concern. Review of Padre Dam surface water monitoring data going back to 1997 and independent testing indicates that recurrent exceedances in total and fecal coliform are a problem throughout the San Diego River. The Padre Dam monitoring program includes sites as far downstream as the San Diego River Estuary (near I-5). Along the San Diego River typical levels of total coliform range in the thousands, a condition that is in violation of the Clean Water Act considering the beneficial uses assigned to this water body. Preliminary analyses of these data indicate that peeks occur both during wet and dry weather periods, with areas like Forester Creek in El Cajon and Old Mission Dam consistently showing the highest levels (See attached data). We recommend that the Regional Board conduct detail  analyses of these microbiological data and that correlations between bacteria levels, surface flow and known sewage events be investigated.

Also, while examining this same dataset and also conducting independent testing we were able to observe recurrent exceedances in TDS, elevated levels of pH and significantly low concentrations of dissolved oxygen. We suggest that the Regional Board examine data for Forester Creek and Mission Ponds, as these show significant problems. In addition, City of Santee dry weather stormwater monitoring reports also indicate the presence of extremely high levels of pH and in some cases elevated levels of ammonia and detergents at sites located south of River Park Place, south of Mast Blvd., near Chubb Lane, Forester Creek, south Bank of San Diego River and east of Fanita Drive. These constituents and contaminants are of crucial importance considering their impact on habitat integrity and the San Diego River’s beneficial use as a wildlife and rare and endangered species habitat. Furthermore, other types of data also indicate that the habitats of the river show clear signs of impairment. 

The 1999 biological Assessment Report indicates that in our county benthic communities in riparian habitats are dominated by pollution tolerant species, diversity is low, and sensitive species are rarely encountered, all of which are established biological indicators of impairment. The San Diego River sites in particular rank consistently below average with respect to the rest of the county. Among the San Diego River sites, the River Valley Golf Course is of particular concern as its consistently ranked below other San Diego River sites. Special note should be made in that rankings where based on a comparison between impacted sites, evaluation of these sites in comparison to ‘pristine’ upstream reference sites will likely reveal a greater degree of impairment. 

Another associated area of concern is groundwater contamination, given the direct interaction between the river water and aquifer waters. Examination of groundwater data for Santee has revealed elevated levels of Aluminum, Chromium, and several other organic compounds, including MTBE. In spite of the fact that well water samples where taken from the same aquifer ( and taking some natural variability in levels into account) it is unusual that levels at adjacent sampling location within the same aquifer show differences in constituent levels of two orders of magnitude or more. Overview of these data clearly shows that some wells are in proximity to sources contamination. The heavy metals data should be reviewed carefully and evaluated in relation to historical data and known natural background levels. However, in terms of the organic compounds there is no question that these wells have been contaminated. Given that this is an unconfined aquifer the risk of surface water contamination is great and the we urge the regional board to investigate this and locate and abate sources of pollution.

We believe that there is sufficient data available to indicate that the San Diego River is seriously impacted by contamination and that comprehensive analyses of these data will show that impacts are not confined specific portions of the river but that the river as a whole shows significant signs of impairment. We also believe that trend analyses of these data that take into account known events of contamination and NPDES discharge information will be crucial in determining the sources of pollution. Moreover in gathering these data we have identified for greater coordination between the different agencies conducting sampling as a means to reduce overlap, as well as ensure consistent sampling and analyses methodologies and establish a consistent level of data quality and comparability.

