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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1October 6, 2015


North Coast Regional Water Quality Control Board 


Attn: Charles Reed 


sent via email NorthCoast@waterboards.ca.gov. 

Dear Charles:


Subject:   ADVANCE \d 5Proposed Basin Plan Amendment for the Russian River Watershed Pathogen Indicator Bacteria Total Maximum Daily Load


I reside in the community of Villa Grande on the lower Russian River.  I am writing to express my concerns with the subject proposal.  My concerns relate specifically to the proposed options for onsite wastewater treatment systems (OWTS) as well as with the environmental analysis performed.  I will provide a summary of my concerns and then detailed justifications for my concerns. 


SUMMARY:


$ 
The three options presented for OWTS in the high priority areas do not differentiate between properly functioning OWTS in the target area versus substandard systems. 


$ 
The standards proposed under Option 1 are the most rigorous and expensive standards ever proposed for OWTS in the State of California.


$ 
The study does not provide substantiation that all OWTS in the high priority areas are causing degradation of the Russian River.


$ 
There are internal conflicts in the study which have not been adequately addressed, particularly with respect to the phylochip analysis that was conducted.


$ 
The effects on the low income housing stock have not been addressed in the environmental analysis.


$ 
There are other defects in the environmental analysis


I am requesting that no action be taken on the Basin Plan amendment until these issues have been thoroughly addressed.


DISCUSSION OF OWTS IN HIGH PRIORITY AREAS

It is important to understand the nature of OWTS in the affected areas in order to develop standards that effectively address potential pollution problems.  All OWTS in the area are definitely not equal.  There are some OWTS that are significant contributors of contamination and there are others that provide a safe and effective level of treatment of the wastewater.


Sonoma County did not adopt building codes for the unincorporated areas until 1964.  Prior to that time, houses and their associated septic systems were constructed to whatever standard the property owner chose to apply.  Many homes were constructed with OWTS that consisted of a redwood lined cesspool.  Some of those cesspools exist to this day, sometimes in close proximity to the river and other waterways.  Other pre-code homes had OWTS which did not meet reasonable setbacks from waterways or were inadequate in size to accommodate the sewage discharge.


After the adoption of codes by the County and particularly with the implementation of the Basin Plan in the early 1980's, OWTS practices were significantly improved.  OWTS constructed since that time provide a safe and effective level of treatment.  In Villa Grande, there have been three new homes constructed in the past 10 years in full compliance with OWTS codes and the Basin Plan.  This shows the ability of the site and soil conditions in the Villa Grande area to meet modern codes and standards and provide a safe and effective sewage disposal method.


In addition, there have been substantial numbers of property owners who have upgraded their pre 1964 OWTS to meet the County standards for an effective replacement of a substandard system.


These historical development patterns have created a mixture of OWTS in the lower river area that range from extremely substandard systems to systems that provide a safe and effective level of sewage disposal.  It is inappropriate to target all OWTS as being contributors to the degradation of the Russian River when these conditions exist.

TMDL STUDY OF THE EFFECTS OF ONSITE WASTEWATER SYSTEMS


In Chapter 3 of the “Action Plan of the Russian River Pathogen TMDL” (Action Plan), the evidence of impairment was documented with measured levels of bacteria which exceeded recreational guidelines, evidence of human pathogens in the river and previous regulatory actions to warn of impaired waters.  The sources of the impairment are described in later chapters.  It is appears well documented that impairment exists and that there are numerous sources of the impairment.  OWTS constitute only one source out of the numerous sources of bacterial constituents.


Table 5.1 of the Action Plan shows sampling locations that had the top 10 sites for human fecal waste.  Three of the 10 were located on the middle Russian River.  Of the 7 sites in the lower Russian River, two were in Guerneville, a heavily developed area with a public sewer system.  The presence of high levels of fecal waste in the Guerneville area would suggest that sources of bacterial contamination other than OWTS such as urban run-off, recreational uses, homeless camps and domestic animal waste are significant in the degradation of the river.


In Section 5.2.1 of the Action Plan, the results of the source analysis were presented.  In this section concentrations of E. Coli bacteria were shown to be higher in developed areas “both sewered and non-sewered”.  Bacterioides bacteria concentrations “were statistically the same for wet and dry period runoff” for developed  sewered areas and developed areas on OWTS.

The support for establishing high priority areas for OWTS requirements appears to come from Section 5.4.1 which references a 2013 study which measured bacterial counts in storm drain catchments.  This study showed higher levels of indicator bacteria in catchments serving areas with a high density of OWTS versus catchments serving areas with a low density of OWTS.  Although these bacteria levels provide support that some septic systems are contributing to degradation of the river, there is nothing to suggest that all septic systems are contributing to degradation of the river.


It is not surprising to see higher bacterial concentrations in runoff from areas heavily developed with OWTS.  In the lower Russian River area, the higher OWTS density would be associated with higher levels of substandard OWTS as well as higher numbers of OWTS that are overtly failing (sewage discharges to waterways or to the ground surface).  No attempt was made in the Action Plan to identify the bacterial contribution from substandard OWTS or failing OWTS even though these are more likely sources of contamination than from properly constructed OWTS.  


The lack of characterization of OWTS discharges in the Action Plan is a serious flaw.  The result of not studying the effects of substandard and failing OWTS is that the proposed three options for requirements for OWTS in high priority areas will apply to ALL OWTS, even those that are properly sited and constructed and are providing a level of wastewater treatment that is protective of the Russian River.


OPTIONS PRESENTED FOR OWTS IN HIGH PRIORITY AREAS

Section B.2.1 presents three options for requirements for OWTS in high priority areas.


Option 1 requires that ALL OWTS be retrofitted with supplemental treatment systems to reduce suspended solids, E. coli, and Enterococci. This option requires monthly monitoring by the property owner and quarterly monitoring by a service provider.  In addition, this option requires testing of the discharge from the supplemental treatment unit quarterly for E. coli and Enterococci. 


Option 1 represents the most rigorous and expensive OWTS standards applied to any group of OWTS in the state of California.  The justification for these onerous requirements is poorly documented in the Action Plan.  This option simply seems to be an attempt to require the most rigorous standards despite the adequacy of the existing OWTS or the ability to install an adequate replacement OWTS.


In a public meeting, homeowners from the Hacienda area testified that contractors estimates for upgrades to their OWTS to meet Option 1 would cost between $19,000 and $45,000 per parcel.  In the Villa Grande area, a recently installed OWTS with supplemental treatment cost $55,000.  The costs of monitoring and testing will be substantial and must be paid by the individual property owner.  The cost estimates in the appendix of the TMDL study are grossly understated.

The results of the TMDL study simply do not justify the extremely restrictive standards and the costs as proposed under Option 1.

Option 2 requires connection to a centralized wastewater collection and treatment system.  In the area where I live, there is no such system.  An attempt to install a centralized system in a portion of Monte Rio failed due to excessive costs.  The nearest centralized system (Russian River County Sanitation District) does not have adequate capacity for additional connections.  


Although the provision of a centralized wastewater system is a seemingly simple and obvious solution, the issues of cost and availability of treatment systems need to be thoroughly addressed.  To include this option without a thorough assessment of the ability to meet the requirement is not a valid approach.  


Option 3 suggests that systems be permitted under a Local Agency Management Program (LAMP).  The LAMP approach is poorly defined in the Action Plan and is open ended.  This option suggests that different standards may be imposed than those of Option 1 but does not define what those standards might be.  


There is no identification of what local agency may be appropriate or capable of developing a LAMP plan for the high priority areas.  The County of Sonoma is currently working on a LAMP for the unincorporated areas but this does not include any specific standards for the identified high priority areas.  It is not known if the County is willing or able to develop a specific LAMP to meet the requirements of Option 3.  The LAMP would have to be submitted by May 13, 2016.

A local citizen’s group in the Monte Rio area identified an integrated approach as the most effective method of addressing OWTS concerns.  This approach would use a combination of individual system upgrades, common systems serving multiple parcels and limited sewer collection.  The report was reviewed by the County but no further action was taken to initiate the necessary studies to implement the plan.  This approach may be feasible under Option 3 but would require a local agency to step forward to assist the lower river residents.


For option 3 to be effective, the Basin Plan amendment should identify specific agencies with the capability and resources to implement the LAMP within the required time frame.


INTERNAL CONFLICTS IN THE ACTION PLAN

In May, 2014, Eric Dubinsky and Gary Andersen of Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory prepared a report entitled the Russian River Human Impact Study.  This report was commissioned by the WQCB.  This report used phylochip analysis to identify specific DNA for contaminants measured in the Russian River.  The DNA analysis was used to identify and categorize the sources of bacteria found in the river.  The DNA testing can differentiate between sources such as human wastewater, domestic animals, agricultural operations and native flora.  One of the tasks (task 4) of the study was to use phylochip analysis to determine the effects of OWTS on the Russian River.


The results of task 4 of the study stated: “In the onsite wastewater treatment study, there were no significant differences in bacterial communities associated with parcel density or septic risk”.  It further stated “No sites with both high parcel density and high septic risk contained evidence of human fecal signal”.  


The conclusion of the study stated: “At other locations upstream in the Russian River, in impaired tributaries, and throughout the surrounding watershed, samples with exceedances in fecal indicator bacteria were frequently unassociated with fecal bacterial taxa. Similarly, many exceedances in areas with high septic risks and high numbers of fecal indicator bacteria had no fecal signal in the microbial community. These results indicate that non-fecal sources are likely supplying Enterococcus and coliforms to monitored waters.” (Bold face added).


These findings are directly contradictory of the Action Plan findings that high priority areas should be established for determining OWTS regulations.  The proposed establishment of high priority areas needs further documentation and resolution of the conflicts between the studies.  Given the results of the phylochip analysis, the establishment of stringent standards for high priority areas is simply not justified.

ENVIRONMENTAL ANALYSIS

The environmental analysis is based upon a substitute environmental analysis described as “functionally equivalent” to the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA).   An environmental checklist was included with impacts identified.  


Section XIII of the environmental analysis discussed population and housing.  This section does not adequately address the housing impacts associated with the proposed amendment.


The lower Russian River has a concentration of low cost housing that constitutes a significant amount of the low cost housing available to Sonoma County residents.  This includes both the rental market and the sales market.  As a result many of the residents have low income or are retirees on fixed incomes.  The proposed options for OWTS require solutions which are extremely expensive to the property owners affected.  In order to meet these requirements a low income property owner has essentially two options.  Obtain a loan and make expensive payments or sell the house and move elsewhere.  If the owner obtains a loan, then the loan costs will be passed on to renters with subsequent increases in rent.  If the property owner elects to sell the house, then the increased costs from the required OWTS upgrades will be passed on to subsequent owners and renters.


The result of this Basin Plan amendment is a significant loss of low income housing to the Russian River area.  This impact was not addressed in the environmental study.

The only effective mitigation to the loss of low income housing is to provide direct financial support to property owners in the form of grants, tax credits or other direct methods.  The availability of financial resources to property owners was discussed in a cursory fashion in the appendix.  There was a listing of possible sources of loans.  Most of sources those listed are not available to individual property owners and, in any event, loans will not mitigate the impact.  


In order to adequately mitigate this impact, there should be a clear discussion of the availability and amounts of funds that are directly available to the owner of low income housing.  

The impact of losing low income housing will result in the displacement of substantial numbers of low income residents who will need to find housing in other areas.  This impact is ignored in the environmental analysis.


Section 12 of the environmental analysis addresses potential noise impacts.  Although this section discusses temporary noise impacts from construction and potential noise impacts from centralized treatment plants, it does not address noise impacts associated with onsite supplemental treatment units.  


The night time ambient noise levels in the lower Russian River area are very low.  I have measured night time levels of less than 35 decibels at my house.  The addition of a large number of supplemental treatment units will introduce noise from pumps and blowers directly into the yards of the affected premises.  These devices generally need to operate during the night time hours.  An analysis of noise impacts from supplemental treatment units and potential mitigation measures needs to be included.

Overall, the environmental analysis is cursory and contains only brief descriptions of potential impacts and generalized descriptions of potential mitigation measures.  A goal of CEQA is to fully outline potential environmental impacts and fully analyze mitigation measures.  This analysis allows the decision making body as well as the general public to fully understand the nature of environmental effects that will result from the project.  This environmental analysis is deficient in meeting the goal of full disclosure of environmental effects and is not an adequate document on which to base a decision.

Thank you for your consideration,


Richard L. Holmer


richandwanda@sbcglobal.net, 707-865-2998, PO Box 22, Villa Grande, CA 95486



