
ecology and enviro ment, inc. n
ternational Specialists in the Environment In  

333 SW Fifth Avenue, Suite 608 
Portland, OR 97204 
(tel) 503-248-5600, (fax) 503-248-5577 

 
February 20, 2007 
 
 
Attn: Sandy Cheek 
Central Coast Regional Water Quality Control Board 
895 Aerovista Place, Suite 101 
San Luis Obispo, CA 93401 
 
Subject: Statewide General NPDES Permit for Utility Vaults 
  Pollution Prevention Plan and Monitoring & Reporting Plan 
  Waste Discharge Identification No. 3000U000093 
 
 
On behalf of Sprint / United Management Company (Sprint) please find enclosed Sprint’s 
renewal application for the general NPDES permit for discharges from utility vaults and 
underground structures to surface waters (California’s Water Quality Order No. 2006-
0008-DWQ and General Permit No. CAG990002).  The enclosed permit application 
contains a Pollution Prevention Plan, a Notice of Intent (Appendix D), and a copy of 
representative maps. 
 
Also, as required under the Monitoring and Reporting Program, Sprint will be conducting 
water sampling of five representative vaults within the Central Coast Region during the 
next six months.  The results from this sampling event will be submitted to the Central 
Coast Regional Water Quality Control Board in its annual monitoring report. 
 
If you have any questions concerning the enclosed documents, please contact either 
myself via email at:  alaforge@ene.com or by telephone (503) 248-5600, or Mr. Paul 
Paxton with Sprint Environmental Health & Safety at:  paul.b.paxton@sprint.com or by 
telephone (760) 476-4449. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
Ecology & Environment, Inc. 
 
 
 
Ashley A. La Forge 
 
 
enclosures 

mailto:alaforge@ene.com
mailto:paul.b.paxton@sprint.com
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Introduction 1 
 
 
 
 
Overview and Purpose 
 
The federal Water Pollution Control Act of 1972, currently known as the Clean 
Water Act (CWA), was amended to prohibit the discharge of pollutants to waters 
of the United States from any point source unless that discharge is in compliance 
with a National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) permit.  In 
1989 the USEPA Region 9 granted the state of California the authority to issue 
general NPDES permits.   
 
In order to regulate surface water discharges associated with the de-watering of 
utility vaults and underground structures, the California State Water Resources 
Control Board issues General NPDES Permits for Discharges From Utility Vaults 
and Underground Structures to Surface Waters (Order No.2006-0008-DWQ, 
NPDES no. CAG990002).  Although the General Permit does not contain nu-
meric effluent limitations for toxic pollutants, it does require all covered dis-
chargers to implement pollutant prevention practices (similar to Best Manage-
ment Practices [BMPs]) to ensure that the discharges will not cause a violation of 
water quality standards.  The General Permit requires utility companies to prepare 
a storm water Pollution Prevention Plan (Plan), which contains the pollutant pre-
vention practices and shall be implemented whenever there is a discharge.  Dis-
chargers are also required to implement a Monitoring and Reporting Program. 
 
To ensure safety during the periodic maintenance of underground equipment, 
Sprint must dewater its vaults and underground structures.  This sometimes re-
sults in short-term, intermittent discharges of storm water to surface waters of the 
State of California.  The procedures outlined in this Plan have been developed to 
ensure that discharges from vaults and underground structures do not violate wa-
ter quality objectives for receiving waters.  The intent of this Plan is to assist 
Sprint staff in evaluating potential pollutant sources at dewatering sites and in se-
lecting and implementing appropriate measures designed to prevent or control the 
discharge of pollutants. 
 
This plan will be amended by Sprint whenever there is a change in construction, 
operation, or maintenance, or when such amendment would be necessary to en-
sure compliance with established standards and water quality criteria.  The Pollu-
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tion Prevention Plan will also be amended or revised in order to ensure continued 
compliance with water quality standards and the NPDES permit.  Sprint will sub-
mit any amended Plans to the appropriate Regional Water Board. 
 
The plan will be housed at:   
 
Sprint/United Management Company 
Environmental Health & Safety  
Mailstop KSOPHM0516-5B822 
6480 Sprint Parkway 
Overland Park, KS   66251 
Office:  (760) 476-4449 
PCS:  (949) 278-9582 
Fax:  (760) 476-4500 
mailto:paul.b.paxton@sprint.com
 
 
Pollution Prevention Team 
 
Sprint’s Pollution Prevention Team consists of the Environmental Health and 
Safety Group (EHS), as well as all personnel working with vaults and under-
ground structures.  This group is headed by Eric Allgaier, EHS Manager.  The 
group is responsible for developing, maintaining, revising, and implementing this 
plan. 
 

mailto:
mailto:paul.b.paxton@sprint.com


 

  
 

 
 
 
Discharge Provisions 2 
 
 
 
 
Sprint must dewater the subsurface vaults and underground structures to protect 
equipment or for safety reasons prior to performing repair, maintenance, and/or 
installation of equipment.  The water is either manually pumped from the vaults 
or automatically discharged when equipped with automatic sump pumps.  The 
volume of discharge from each vault varies and may range from a few gallons to a 
few thousand gallons depending on the size of the vault and the time of year.  The 
duration of the discharge may vary from a few minutes to several hours depend-
ing on the amount of water in the vault and the size of the pump being used.  
Typical pumping rates range from 5 to 20 gallons per minute (gpm), but could be 
as high as 60 gpm.  Whenever there is a discharge of 50,000 gallons or more to a 
municipal separate storm sewer system (MS4), Sprint will contact the appropriate 
local agency with jurisdiction over the MS4 within 24 hours. 
 
Automatic sump pumps are used in some vaults and underground structures 
where equipment is vulnerable to water damage.  These vaults primarily dis-
charge water that has entered through groundwater infiltration or seepage through 
vault walls.  For most cases, this water is clean and is automatically discharged to 
the area around the vault.   
 
Manual pumping of certain vaults and underground structures is done whenever 
they must be entered to conduct repair or maintenance work.  Under normal op-
erations, materials and equipment in the vaults and underground structures are not 
likely to contaminate water.  Because the vaults and structures are not watertight, 
they can collect water, primarily from surface runoff during storm events.  This 
water is, in most cases, clean but may contain traces of petroleum products (oil, 
gasoline, etc.), oil and grease, organic matter, mud, silt, pesticides, and other pol-
lutants (e.g., metals), primarily from automobiles. 
 
Scheduled Discharges 
 
Sprint does not regularly schedule discharges from underground structures.  If a 
scheduled discharge were to occur, the practices as outlined in this plan would be 
implemented. 
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Unscheduled Discharges 
 
The majority of discharges from underground vaults and structures are unsched-
uled.  Water accumulates in these structures over time and are dewatered as nec-
essary for maintenance or equipment repair, either manually or automatically.  
The frequency of discharge is dependent on the rate and volume of water entering 
the site.  In most cases, these structures need to be dewatered before field work 
can occur.   
 
Unscheduled discharges would be controlled utilizing the practices described in 
this plan.  Prior to discharging waters, field technicians use on-site water testing 
procedures to determine if the water can be discharged in compliance with the 
NPDES permit and this Plan.  Only waters which pass this test will be discharged. 
 
Reservoir Discharges 
 
Sprint does not discharge into reservoirs, so this section is not applicable. 
 
Emergency Operation Discharges 
 
Emergency operation discharges will be handled in accordance with the proce-
dures outlined in this plan, with the exception of an imminent threat to life or sig-
nificant property damage.  Field personnel may deviate from protocols as outlined 
in this plan, if necessary for the protection of life or public safety. 
 



 

  
 

 
 
 
Description of Potential Pollutant 
Sources 

3 
 
 
 
 
Drainage Map 
 
Drainage maps showing the essential features of Sprint’s distribution system are 
included in Appendix C. 
 
Inventory of Exposed Materials 
 
Some utility vaults and structures that Sprint manages may contain electrical 
equipment.  This equipment could contain mineral oil or other insulating oils.  
Utility equipment are routinely inspected and maintained to prevent leaks.  Much 
of the equipment is monitored remotely, so that any malfunctions can be ad-
dressed quickly by trained personnel.   
 
Small amounts of contaminants can enter vaults and structures through cracks in-
cluding: traces of petroleum products (oil, gasoline, etc.), oil and grease, organic 
matter, mud, silt, pesticides, and other pollutants (e.g., metals) primarily from 
automobiles. 
 
Most vault water is found to be free of substantial pollutants and is not treated 
prior to discharge.  If significant or hazardous contaminants are detected during 
on-site water testing prior to dewatering, prearranged licensed contractors are 
available to pump out, transport, and properly dispose of the contaminated water.   
 
Spills and Leaks 
 
Sprint has had no spills or leaks in association with the dewatering of 
vaults/manholes or other underground structures within the past 3 years. 
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Risk Identification and Summary of Potential Pollutant 
Sources 

 
The electrical equipment contained within vaults could contain mineral or other 
insulating oils.  As the equipment is routinely maintained and monitored, the risk 
of contaminating discharge water is small. 
 
Since the vaults are not air-tight, contaminants can enter from outside sources.  
External contaminants include: traces of petroleum products (oil, gasoline), oil 
and grease, organic matter, mud, silt, pesticides, and other pollutants (e.g., met-
als).  The risk of pollutants from automobiles is greater in urban areas, whereas 
the risk of pesticides or biological contaminants is greater in agricultural areas.   
 
Typically, discharge waters are free from significant contaminants.  Accidental 
spills or leaks by outside parties (illegal dumping, traffic accidents) are possible, 
though infrequent and their risk is low.  
 
 



 

  
 

 
 
 
Pollution Prevention Practices 4 
 
 
 
 
Vault Sampling prior to Discharge 
 
Using the Flow Chart in Appendix A, the field technician will conduct the follow-
ing sampling procedure.  Additional sampling procedures can be found in the At-
tached “Manhole Dewatering – Field Screening for Contaminants” (Appendix B). 
 
Petroleum Sheen 
Prior to collecting a water sample, first observe the surface of the water in the 
vault, if possible, and determine the presence or absence of petroleum sheen.  If 
present, remove sheen using absorbent pads.  Store used pads in appropriate con-
tainer and dispose of as hazardous material. 
 
Sample Collection 
Using a clear water bailer, lower the bailer into the water until the top few inches 
of the bailer are not submerged.  The bailer should be lowered and raised slowly 
to keep from agitating or spilling any of the water samples. 
 
Sample Appearance 
Observe the contents of the bailer in full light to determine whether the sample is 
clear, has liquid or solid layers, or is non-transparent or opaque.  If the water in 
the bailer is clear with no odor, layers, or solids, the vault may be pumped to the 
storm drain or ground. 
 
If the water has an odor, but is otherwise clear with no layers or solids, take addi-
tional samples at various depths in the vault and inspect for layers/solids.  If no 
layers or solids are detected in any of the samples, the vault can be pumped to the 
storm drain or ground. 
 
Layers and/or Solids 
Observe the contents of the bailer in full light to determine the existence of a liq-
uid layer(s) or sludge/solids at the bottom of the bailer. 
 
If there is a bottom layer of liquid, distinct from the water, and no solids, decant 
the water back into the vault and observe whether the layer has an odor.  If this 
layer has a solvent or chemical odor, the contents of the vault will be removed by 
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vacuum truck for disposal at an approved, licensed hazardous waste facility.  Oth-
erwise, the vault can be pumped to the storm drain or to the ground. 
 
If the water is clear but there is more than 1/8 inch of solids on the bottom, further 
testing will be conducted to determine whether the solids are mud or 
oil/petroleum sludge as follows: 
 

• Carefully pour approximately half of the water from the bailer back into 
the vault, maintaining as much of the sludge as possible. 

 
• Replace the water poured out with clean water. 

 
• Gently shake the contents of the bailer and observe the sample.  Mud will 

readily mix with the water and the sludge at the bottom will appear lighter.  
Oil/petroleum sludge will not mix readily with the water and the appear-
ance of the sludge will not change significantly. 

 
If it is determined that the solids are mud, most cities and counties will allow the 
vault to be pumped into the storm drain or on the ground.  However, some cities 
and counties do not allow such a discharge, in which case, the local Public Works 
Department is to be consulted. 
 
If it is determined that the solids are oil/petroleum sludge, the contents of the 
vault will be removed by vacuum truck for disposal at an approved, licensed haz-
ardous waste facility.  If the sample has a sewage odor, the contents of the vault 
will be pumped out by a local septic tank pumping/cleaning firm.  Once emptied, 
the vault will be washed down using mild pressure washer equipment with biode-
gradable soap and disinfectants. 
 
Top Layer with Gas/Chemical Odor 
If there is a top layer of liquid, distinct from the water, and no solids, observe 
whether the layer has an odor.  If this layer has a solvent or chemical odor, the 
contents of the vault will be removed by vacuum truck for disposal at an ap-
proved, licensed hazardous waste facility. 
 
Non-Transparent (Opaque) 
If the sample is not clear or is opaque (i.e., cloudy, milky, or dark in color), the 
sample will be set aside for approximately 10 minutes to allow particles in the 
water to settle out or entrained air bubbles to escape.  If the water is clear, or has 
begun to clear, after the settling period, the vault can be pumped to the storm 
sewer or ground.  However, if the water remains opaque and has a strong chemi-
cal, petroleum, or pesticide odor, laboratory testing may be necessary to deter-
mine how the water is to be handled.  Laboratory samples will be collected in ac-
cordance with established protocols and submitted to a State of California certi-
fied laboratory to be analyzed for the following, at a minimum: 
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• Oil and Grease using EPA Method 1664 
 
• Total Petroleum Hydrocarbons as gasoline, diesel fuel, and motor oil 

(TPH-g, -d, and -m, respectively) using EPA Method 8015 Modified 
 

• Metals (copper, lead, and zinc) using EPA Method 200.7 
 

• pH using EPA Method 150.1 
 
Biohazards 
Technicians should be cautious for the presence of biohazards in the vault such as 
hypodermic needles and razor blades.  Extreme care should be exercised to pre-
vent being punctured or cut by these objects.  
 
Good Housekeeping & Preventative Maintenance 
 
Sprint has policies in place which address inspections, equipment testing and pre-
ventative maintenance.  The vaults and other sub-surface structures are kept clean 
and free from known contaminants.  The sites are periodically checked during 
maintenance for any defects (deposits, leaks, cracks, etc.) and equipment is moni-
tored to prevent malfunctions, including the leakage of lubricating oils (if pre-
sent). 
 
Prior to initiating sampling procedures, the field technician is required to prepare 
the site in accordance with standard Sprint policy and practices, including work 
zone safety.  Prior to sample collection, the technician is required to set up all 
safety equipment and don all necessary personal protective equipment including, 
but not limited to, safety glasses, safety shoes, gloves, high visibility traffic warn-
ing vest, etc.  Prior to removing the vault lid, the atmosphere in the vault shall be 
tested.  Once the lid is removed, the atmosphere is to be retested at different 
depths in the vault and the vault shall be purged.  Once purging is completed, a 
water sample can then be collected using a rope and clean bailer.   
 
Prior to entrance into the vault by a technician, the atmosphere must be tested, the 
vault must be purged, continuous ventilation must be provided, and the atmos-
phere must be continuously monitored as long as the technician remains in the 
vault.  If the technician encounters any circumstance(s) for which they are unsure, 
they should consult the various references outlined in the Sprint Utility Manhole 
Water fact sheet and the Utility Manhole Entry for Telecommunications Work 
prepared by the Sprint Environmental, Health & Safety Department (EH&S).  
Additionally, the technician may contact their supervisor, or EH&S, directly for 
assistance. 
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Spill Prevention and Response Procedures 
 
Hazardous materials are not stored within Sprint’s vaults or structures.  Some 
electrical equipment contained within vaults may contain mineral or insulating 
oils. 
 
Prior to any manual discharge, the vault or structure is inspected to ensure the 
equipment is functioning properly.  Any malfunction found in any equipment or 
in the integrity of the vault itself is quickly addressed by qualified service person-
nel.  It is Sprint’s highest priority to maintain its equipment in proper functioning 
order. 
 
In addition, waters are inspected prior to discharge to determine if they contain 
contaminants.  Contaminated water will not be discharged.  If an unexpected spill 
were to enter into a vault or structure, the appropriate agencies would be immedi-
ately notified and the release would be addressed either by a qualified contractor 
or a Sprint crew.  Sprint service trucks are equipped with spill response equip-
ment and additional supplies are available at Sprint facilities. 
 
Any hazardous materials would be contained and transported to an appropriate 
disposal facility by qualified personnel. 
 
Inspections  
 
Sprint field personnel must inspect the integrity of vaults and structures to ensure 
they are in good working order and functioning properly.  Any damage is docu-
mented and repaired as soon as possible.  
 
Prior to manually pumping out a vault or subsurface structure, the field techni-
cian, or subcontractor, will conduct a visual inspection of the water in the vault to 
determine the presence of any obvious signs of contamination (e.g., a sheen on 
top of the water, cloudiness, presence of physical objects, etc.).  Field technicians 
are instructed to contact their supervisor if the water fails preliminary screening.  
Only water that has passed the screening process will be discharged.  If the water 
fails screening, prearranged licensed contractors are available to pump out, trans-
port, and properly dispose of the contaminated water.  It is the field technicians’ 
responsibility to strictly adhere to the approved inspection procedures for dewa-
tering of vaults and structures. 
 
Employee Training 
 
Sprint field crews are fully trained before performing work in vaults and other 
sub-terrain structures.  Their training includes Sprints operating and safety proce-
dures, spill management procedures, as well as the procedures described in this 
plan and related documents.  Crews also receive annual training for SPCC plans 
and spill response, in addition to on-going safety trainings.     
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Record Keeping and Internal Reporting Procedures 
 
Sprint maintains procedures for record keeping and internal reporting.  All inspec-
tions and maintenance activities are fully documented and retained.  Such records 
include the date and time the inspection was performed, the name of the inspector, 
and the items inspected.  If problems are noted, the corrective action required and 
the date the action was taken are also documented.  A sample log form used by 
Sprint field crews can be found in Exhibit B in the attached “Manhole Dewatering 
– Field Screening for Contaminants” in Appendix B. 
 
Any incident or non-compliance with this plan would be reported orally to the 
appropriate regional water board within 24 hours.  A written submission would 
also be provided within 5 days of the time the discharger became aware of the in-
cident.  The written submission would contain a description of the noncompliance 
and its cause; the period of noncompliance, including exact dates and times, and if 
the noncompliance has not been corrected, the anticipated time it is expected to 
continue; and the steps taken or planned to reduce, eliminate, and prevent reoc-
currence of the noncompliance. 
 
Sprint will report any oil spill into receiving waters to the National Response 
Center at (800) 424-8802 as soon as the spill is discovered (24/hours a day).  The 
appropriate local agencies and personnel will be contacted to assist with clean-up.  
Incidents will be fully documented including: patterns of time in occurrence, 
mode of dumping, responsible parties, date and time of incident, weather condi-
tions, duration and cause of spill/leak/discharge, response procedures, resulting 
environmental problems and persons notified. 
 
Monitoring sample results are reported in the annual report for each region.  If 
monitoring occurs more frequently than required by this plan, the monitoring re-
sults will be used in the calculations and reporting of the data submitted in the 
annual report. 
 
The pollution prevention plan and related documents are available to Sprint 
crews. 
 
Sediment and Erosion Control 
 
The sites Sprint manages under this Plan are not in high risk areas for significant 
soil erosion.   
 
Field technicians employ sediment and erosion control techniques to minimize the 
risk of sediment entering discharge water.  Such measures include pumping from 
the top to the bottom to minimize disturbance of any sediment which may have 
accumulating in the vault or structure.   
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During inspection prior to dewatering, if the water is clear but there is more than 
1/8 inch of solids on the bottom, further testing is conducted to determine whether 
the solids are mud or oil/petroleum sludge.  If it is determined that the solids are 
mud, most cities and counties will allow the vault to be pumped into the storm 
drain or onto the ground.  However, some cities and counties do not allow such a 
discharge, in which case, the local Public Works Department is to be consulted.  
If it is determined that the solids are oil/petroleum sludge, the contents of the 
vault will be removed by vacuum truck for disposal at an approved, licensed haz-
ardous waste facility.  If the sample has a sewage odor, the contents of the vault 
will be pumped out by a local septic tank pumping/cleaning firm.  Once emptied, 
the vault will be washed down using mild pressure washer equipment with biode-
gradable soap and disinfectants. 
 
All solids removed from liquid waste will be disposed of in a manner that is con-
sistent with Title 27, of the CCR and approved by the appropriate Regional Water 
Board’s Executive Office. 
 
Management of Runoff 
 
Traditional storm water management practices are appropriate to divert, infiltrate, 
reuse, or otherwise manage runoff in a manner that reduces pollutants in dis-
charges from the sites. 
 
Comprehensive Site Compliance Evaluation 
 
Qualified personnel will conduct compliance evaluations upon each discharge 
event.  The evaluations will include a visual inspection of evidence of pollution or 
the potential for pollutants entering into receiving water(s); evaluate the effec-
tiveness of pollution prevention measures and determine whether they are being 
properly implemented in accordance with this Plan or whether additional control 
measures are needed; and ensure that structural wastewater management meas-
ures, sediment and erosion control measures and other PPPs identified in the Plan 
are operating correctly.  The evaluation also includes the visual inspection of all 
equipment, including spill response equipment. 
 
Based on the results of the comprehensive site evaluation, Sprint shall revise, as 
appropriate, the potential pollutants identified and PPPs described in this Plan 
within 2 weeks and shall immediately implement any Plan revisions. 
 
Site Compliance Evaluation reports will be retained by Sprint for 3 years.  The 
report will summarize the scope of the evaluation, personnel making the evalua-
tion, the date(s) of the evaluation, major observations relating to the implementa-
tion of the Plan and any additional actions taken.  The report will also certify con-
formance with this Plan and general permit or identify any incidents of noncom-
pliance.  The report will be signed in accordance with signatory requirements of 
the NPDES permit. 
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Primary Contact: Paul Paxton 
   6480 Sprint Pkwy. 
   Overland Park, KS   66215 
   (760) 476-4449 
 
Secondary Contact: Brian Wiedower 
   6480 Sprint Pkwy. 
   Overland Park, KS   66215 
   (913) 315-8631 
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For additional information, the technician should refer to the following Sprint 
documents. 
 
Sprint Practices: 
 
Personal Protective Equipment #010-100-007.  
http://nsl/practice/010/100_007/prac.htm
 
Confined Space Entry #010-100-012.  
http://nsl.corp.sprint.com/practice/010/100_012/prac.htm
 
Sprint’s Spill Prevention and Control Procedures #010-100-017.  
http://nsl/practice/010/100_017/prac.htm
 
Hazard Communication #010-100-019.  http://nsl/practice/010/100_019/prac.htm
 
Hazardous Material Transportation #010-100-021.  
http://nsl/practice/010/100_021/prac.htm
 
Eye Protection #SPP-002-002-008.  
http://ppld.corp.sprint.com/ehs/library/practices/LDD/ldd-eye_prot_prac.pdf
 
Hazardous Materials Handling and Reporting #SPP-002-002-011.  
http://ppld.corp.sprint.com/ehs/library/practices/GMG/Haz_Mat_Hand_and_Repo
r.pdf
 
Blood Borne Pathogens.  
http://ppld.corp.sprint.com/ehs/library/practices/Bloodborne_Pathogens.pdf
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Manhole Dewatering

Field Screening for 
Contaminants

Prepared by 
Environmental Health & Safety Department



Program Overview

This program will guide you through proper 
sampling and field screening techniques in order to 
determine if accumulated manhole water has been 
impacted by contaminants and can be lawfully 
discharged according to the Pollution Prevention 
Plan. The following topics will be discussed:

• Requirements of California's National 
Pollution Discharge Elimination System 
(NPDES) Permit

• Work site setup

• Sample collection

• Field screening (visual and odor)  

• Recordkeeping

2



Terminology

• NPDES = National Pollution Discharge 
Elimination System 

• SWRCB = State Water Quality Control Board 

• RWQCB = Regional Water Quality Control Board 

• PPP = Pollution Prevention Plan

3



Regulatory Review

California State Water Resource Control Board 
(SWRCB) issued Water Quality Order – General 
Permit for Discharges from Utility Vaults and 
Underground Structures to Surface Waters.

Permit allows short-term, 
intermittent discharge of 
pollutants from utility vaults 
and underground structures 
to waters of the U.S. 

Sprint applied for and received
a permit from SWRCB that 
covers each of the nine 
Regional Water Quality 
Control Boards.  

Map of Regional Water Control 
Boards
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California’s NPDES Permit 
for Utility Vaults

Sprint has obtained a permit  (NPDES General Permit No. 
CAG990002) from the California State Water Resources 
Control Board (SWRCB) to discharge certain water from 
utility vaults. 

As part of the permit, Sprint must comply with the 
associated Pollution Prevention Plan (Appendix A) by 
appropriately sampling water from utility vaults before 
discharging to storm drains. Following the procedures in 
this document will help you comply with the Pollution 
Prevention Plan.

5



Goals/Objectives

Knowing when to discharge water to storm drains

or

when to dispose of water as a hazardous 
material

6



Goals/Objectives

Evaluate water for contaminants and determine if water 
may be discharged to storm drains or requires removal 
by hazardous materials contractors. 

Reduce costs by discharging to storm drain, when 
possible

Meet requirements of discharge permit.

Adhere to Pollution Prevention Plan to ensure 
compliance.

Avoid violations and fines.

7



Discharge Requirements

Prior to discharging any water, the discharger must 
evaluate the water condition. The water to be 
discharged shall not:

exceed Federal water quality criteria
cause acute or chronic toxicity in receiving water
cause conditions of nuisance.

* Violations may result with a $25,000 fine and/or 1 
year in jail.

Following the procedures in this document will ensure that 
only clean water will be discharged.  
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Equipment Needs

Manhole guard and ring             
Blower and hose 
Multi-gas detector
Manhole cover lifter
Water pump and hose  
Latex gloves
Clean, clear disposable bailer
String
Petroleum absorbent pads
Decision flow chart and instructions (2 
pages) (Exhibit A)
Discharge logbook or form (Exhibit B)

Manhole guard, ring blower/hose

Water pump & hose

Clear bailers

9



Work Site Setup

10

If warranted, set up DOT (Department of 
Transportation) work zone.

Using your multi-gas meter, test
the atmosphere in the vault 
either through a hole in the
manhole cover or by propping 
open the manhole cover.  Vaults
can accumulate combustible 
vapors and have toxic and/or 
oxygen deficient atmospheres. 

Once determined that it is safe to remove the 
manhole cover, put up the guard rail and ring.  

Using the multi-gas meter test the atmosphere 
in the vault at various depths. 

Begin field screening process of accumulated 
water in the manhole and ventilate vault.



Initial Observation

Measurements

Determine the internal dimensions of vault in feet.
(L x W x D)

Measure depth of water in vault.

Determine volume of water –
L x W x Water Depth x 7.48

Record water volume on log (Exhibit B).

Initial Water Appearance

Don a pair of latex gloves. 
Observe water surface inside the vault and note 
conditions.
If oil sheen is present, place absorbent pads/socks on 
the water surface to remove oil sheen. 
Place used pads/socks in approved 
container and dispose of pads/socks 
as hazardous material.
Observe for presence of biohazards
(e.g., syringes, sewage, medical waste, grease etc).

11



Sample Collection

1. Tie a string to a clean clear bailer.

2. Lower bailer into water with the top few inches of 
the bailer remaining above the water surface.  
Keep the bailer upright; do not let the bailer lay flat 
on the water.  By maintaining the bailer upright 
your sample will show if there are any 
stratifications (liquid/liquid, liquid/solid) in the 
sample.

3. Slowly raise bailer to prevent spilling or agitating 
sample.

4. Observe contents of bailer in full light – analyze 
for clarity, odor and presence of layers.

12



Sample Screening

Clear Sample

If sample is clear with 
no odor, layers, or solids – discharge to storm 
drain.

If odor present, collect samples from various 
depths and inspect for layers/solids.

If no layers/solids in subsequent samples –
discharge to storm drain.

13



Sample Screening

Bottom Liquid Layer

If sample contains a bottom liquid
layer (distinct layer from water), 
decant top water portion back into
vault.

Observe whether bottom layer 
has odor.

If layer has petroleum/solvent/chemical odor, 
empty vault using approved hazardous materials 
contractor. Contact the Environmental Health & 
Safety Department for assistance.

If layer has no odor – discharge to storm drain.
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Sample Screening

Bottom Solids

If sample contains more than 1/8 inch
of solids on the bottom, pour out ~ ½ of 
water and replace with clean water.

Gently shake contents of bailer and 
observe sample – mud will readily 
mix and will appear lighter; oil/petroleum sludge will 
not readily mix and appearance will not change.

If solids are determined to be mud, obtain permission 
from local Public Works Department to discharge.

If solids are determined to be oil/petroleum sludge, 
empty vault using approved hazardous materials 
contractor. Contact the Environmental Health & 
Safety Department for assistance.

If solids have sewage odor, empty vault using 
approved sewage contractor; wash down vault walls 
with biodegradable soap and disinfectants.
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Sample Screening

Top Liquid Layer

Observe whether layer has odor.

If layer has an odor of any
petroleum/solvent/chemicals,
empty vault using approved 
hazardous materials contractor. 
Contact the Environmental Health & Safety 
Department for assistance.

If layer has no odor – discharge to storm drain.
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Sample Screening

Non-Transparent (Opaque)

If sample is not clear 
(i.e., cloudy, milky, or dark in color)
set aside for ~10 minutes.

If sample begins to become
clear – discharge to storm drain.

If sample remains opaque and has 
chemical/petroleum/pesticide odor, send sample to 
laboratory to determine cause and handle 
appropriately. Contact the Environmental Health & 
Safety Department for assistance. 
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Records

The discharger is required to 
retain records including all monitoring information 
and copies of all reports required by this General 
Permit for five years unless directed otherwise by 
a RWQCB. Forward all records to the 
Environmental Health & Safety Department.

At a minimum, records should contain:
Name and contact information for person or 
company sampling and/or discharging water 
Date, time and location of the vault
Volume of water inside of vault
Method of water sampling and observation 
Observations (sheen, odor, layers, solids, etc.)
Amount of water discharged and location of 
storm drain

The log form (Exhibit B), should be used to 
record the information.
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Summary & Conclusions

Check the water in the vault before discharging to 
storm drains (i.e. sheen, odor, layers, or solids).

ONLY discharge clean water to storm drains.

Complying with these discharge requirements is  
required by law.

Contact the Environmental Health & Safety Department 
for assistance with any part of this program.
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Additional Resources

Equipment Vendors
Clear Disposable Bailers          Absorbents

Environ-Equipment                  New Pig
888-274-8929 800-468-4647
Enviro-Equipment PIG® industrial absorbent

Ams-Inc Lab Safety
800-635-7330 800-356-0783
AMS Inc. Lab Safety Supply

University of Excellence Courses
Confined Space & Gas Detectors UE 04295
Confined Space Entry UE 13392
First Aid & CPR UE 00271
Bloodborne Pathogens UE 13389

Environmental Health & Safety Resources
Confined Space Booklet smartworks A-MS34-0037 
Confined Space Video smartworks A-MS34-0038
Utility Manhole Entry For Telecommunications Fact Sheet 

Fact Sheet

For additional questions contact the Environmental Health & 
Safety Department
EHS Representatives

20

http://www.enviro-equipment.com/products/ecobailer.html
http://www.newpig.com/en_US/main.jhtml;jsessionid=UB2NOTOCEOG1ICTGIQVCFEQKMZCCWJVC?_requestid=40200
http://www.ams-samplers.com/main.shtm?PageName=Disposable_Bailers3.shtm
http://www.labsafety.com/home.htm
http://ppld.corp.sprint.com/ehs/library/factsheets/ManUtilityHoleEntry.pdf
http://ppld.corp.sprint.com/ehs/safT1/safety.shtml


Exhibit A

Decision Flow Chart and 
Instructions



Decision Flow Chart



Vault Sampling Instructions

Using the Flow Chart, the field technician will conduct the following sampling procedure.

5.1  Petroleum Sheen
Prior to collecting a water sample, first observe the surface of the water in the vault, if 

possible, and determine the presence or absence of a petroleum sheen.  If present, 
remove sheen using absorbent pads.  Store used pads in appropriate container and 
dispose of as hazardous material.

5.2  Sample Collection
Using a clear water bailer, lower the bailer into the water until the top few inches of the 

bailer are not submerged.  The bailer should be lowered and raised slowly to keep 
from agitating or spilling any of the water sample.

5.3Sample Appearance
Observe the contents of the bailer in full light to determine whether the sample is clear, 

has liquid or solid layers, or is non-transparent or opaque.

5.3.1 Clear Sample
A. If the water in the bailer is clear with no odor, layers, or solids, the vault may be 

pumped to the storm drain or ground.

B.  If the water has an odor, but is otherwise clear with no layers or solids, take additional 
samples at various depths in the vault and inspect for layers/solids.  If no layers or 
solids are detected in any of the samples, the vault can be pumped to the storm drain 
or ground.

5.3.2   Layers and/or Solids
Observe the contents of the bailer in full light to determine the existence of a liquid 

layer(s) or sludge/solids at the bottom of the bailer.

5.3.2.1  Bottom Layer and/or Solids
A. If there is a bottom layer of liquid, distinct from the water, and no solids, decant the 

water back into the vault and observe the odor of the layer.  If this layer has a solvent 
or chemical odor, the contents of the vault will be removed by vacuum truck for 
disposal at an approved, licensed hazardous waste facility.  Otherwise, the vault can 
be pumped to the storm drain or to the ground.

B. If the water is clear but there is more than 1/8 inch of solids on the bottom, further 
testing will be conducted to determine whether the solids are mud or oil/petroleum 
sludge as follows:

Carefully pour approximately half of the water from the bailer back into 
the vault, maintaining as much of the sludge as possible.

Replace the water poured out with clean water.

Gently shake the contents of the bailer and observe the sample. Mud will 
readily mix with the water and the sludge at the bottom will appear lighter.  



Oil/petroleum sludge will not mix readily with the water and the appearance of the 
sludge will not change significantly.

i. If it is determined that the solids are mud, most cities and counties will 
allow the vault to be pumped into the storm drain or on the ground.  
However, some cities and counties do not allow such a discharge, in 
which case, the local Public Works Department is to be consulted.

ii. If it is determined that the solids are oil/petroleum sludge, the contents of 
the vault will be removed by vacuum truck for disposal at an approved, 
licensed hazardous waste facility.

iii. If the sample has a sewage odor, the contents of the vault will be pumped 
out by a local septic tank pumping/cleaning firm.  Once emptied, the vault 
will be washed down using mild pressure washer equipment with 
biodegradable soap and disinfectants.

5.3.2.2  Top Layer with Gas/Chemical Odor
If there is a top layer of liquid, distinct from the water, and no solids, observe the odor 

of the layer.  If this layer has a solvent or chemical odor, the contents of the vault 
will be removed by vacuum truck for disposal at an approved, licensed hazardous 
waste facility.

5.3.3  Non-Transparent (Opaque)
If the sample is not clear or opaque (i.e., cloudy, milky, or dark in color), the sample 

will be set aside for approximately 10 minutes to allow particles in the water to 
settle out or entrained air bubbles to escape.  If the water is clear, or has begun to 
clear, after the settling period, the vault can be pumped to the storm sewer or 
ground.  However, if the water remains opaque and has a strong chemical, 
petroleum, or pesticide odor, laboratory testing may be necessary to determine 
how the water is to be handled.  Laboratory samples will be collected in 
accordance with established protocols and submitted to a State of California 
certified laboratory to be analyzed for the following, at a minimum:

Oil and Grease using EPA Method 1664
Total Petroleum Hydrocarbons as gasoline, diesel fuel, and motor oil 
(TPH-g, -d, and –m, respectively) using EPA Method 8015 Modified
Metals (copper, lead, and zinc) using EPA Method 200.7
pH using EPA Method 150.1

5.4 Biohazards
Technicians should be cautious for the presence of biohazards in the vault such as 

hypodermic needles and razor blades.  Extreme care should be exercised to 
prevent being punctured or cut by these objects.

Contact Environmental Health & Safety department for assistance with 
hazardous materials disposals or pump outs.



Exhibit B

Log Form
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