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The above listed entities appreciate the opportunity to submit public comments to the 
California State Water Resources Control Board (“State Board”), in response to the issuance of a 
proposed adopting resolution for the Los Angeles Regional Water Quality Control Board’s 
(“Regional Board”) amendment to its water quality control plan to incorporate a total maximum 
daily load (“TMDL”) for toxic pollutants in Dominguez Channel and Greater Los Angeles and 
Long Beach Harbor Waters (“the TMDL”) dated January 25, 2012.1  These comments are also 
being submitted to the United States Environmental Protection Agency (“U.S. EPA”), as the 
TMDL was originally noticed as a joint Regional Board-U.S. EPA undertaking. 

While we appreciate the State Board’s attempt to address certain issues with the TMDL 
through the proposed resolution, we are forced to conclude that the resolution does not address 
our concerns.  In particular, the resolution requires near compliance with the grossly and 
unnecessarily low standards of the TMDL before stakeholders would have any chance of relief 
from them, rendering such relief illusory.  The State Board should also not give weight to the 
Regional Board staff’s memo to it dated January 27, 2012 as it contains errors, misrepresenting 
(surely unintentionally, but nevertheless deeply troubling) each TMDL target for organics as 
being 1,000 times higher than it actually is in the TMDL.  (See table in footnote one, where the 
targets for organics are misstated in “mg/kg,” rather than what they actually are, “ug/kg,” a factor 
of 1,000 less.)  The fact that the Regional Board is urging adoption, but still plainly is creating 
confusion over the gross and unnecessary conservatism of the TMDL underscores the need for 
remand.     

Since the December 6, 2011 State Board meeting, we have followed the State Board’s 
direction and met with Regional Board staff to discuss the “key questions” and “fundamental 
issues” with the TMDL.  Unfortunately, material progress was not made in addressing the 
numerous problems and questions regarding the technical underpinnings of the TMDL, mainly 
because more time is needed to accomplish that task – a fact reinforced by the errors in the 
Regional Board’s January 27 memo. 

Because fundamental technical and policy problems with the TMDL remain, we 
respectfully request that the State Board remand the TMDL to the Regional Board, providing the 
Regional Board the necessary time to work through the TMDL’s issues.  We believe remand 
would be productive, for example allowing the Regional Board to incorporate carry through into 
the loading capacities, calibrating and validating the models, removing reliance on sediment 
quality benchmarks that the State Board in other proceedings has heavily criticized, and making 
the TMDL consistent with the State Board’s SQO policies.  In fact, we believe that changes such 
as these are required, or the TMDL will remain invalid, and legally vulnerable. 

To this end, we have provided an alternative resolution with this comment letter that 
provides a potential framework for remand.  While we understand that U.S. EPA still may 
proceed with adoption to meet its March 24, 2012 deadline, we would anticipate that U.S. EPA 
                                                 
1  These comments are based on the State Board’s proposed resolution identified as the 

attachment to item 7 of its agenda for its February 7, 2012 meeting.  We respectfully 
request that these public comments, appendices, and attachments submitted herewith be 
given appropriate consideration, be placed in the administrative record for the TMDL and 
be maintained in the agency’s records. 
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would consider any such adoption procedural, and that the agency would provide the Water 
Boards sufficient time to revise the TMDL.  We prefer to work with the Regional Board on 
remand, and with U.S. EPA on restraint, rather than face the prospects of a state-adopted TMDL, 
with such far-reaching legal and technical problems. 

I. THE PROPOSED ADOPTING RESOLUTION DOES NOT CURE OUR 
CONCERNS WITH THE TMDL 

We have consistently maintained that adoption of the TMDL would be premature 
because the significant issues with the TMDL should be addressed and remedied before the 
TMDL is adopted, rather than the possible relief of re-opener proceedings six years down the 
road that provide no meaningful assurance of the needed TMDL reforms.  The proposed 
adopting resolution does not address the serious implementation and technical concerns with the 
TMDL or provide a proper technical and legal foundation for the TMDL.   

A. Implementation Issues 

1. The TMDL May Still Be Used For Improper Purposes 

The proposed adopting resolution does not provide any clarity that might allow 
stakeholders and responsible parties to determine what the TMDL is, and how it may be properly 
implemented.  While Paragraph 6 of the Preamble contains some intent to limit the use of the 
sediment targets contained in the TMDL, the proposed adopting resolution by omission may be 
read to imply that the sediment targets are intended for use in setting cleanup standards in 
remedial dredging and capping.  The following revision would cure this particular problem: 
“sediment targets included in the Basin Plan amendment are not intended to be used as ‘clean-up 
standards’ for navigational, capital, maintenance, or remedial dredging or capping activities.”  
Without these clarifications, the sediment targets contained in the TMDL may be utilized in an 
improper and unlawful way, and there might be ambiguity as to how these targets will be used.   

2. The Proposed Adopting Resolution Does Not Address Implementation 
Problems That Arise From A Lack Of Proper Technical Conditions 

By law, TMDLs are required to be developed only where the TMDLs for the pollutants at 
issue are “suitable for calculation.”  33 U.S.C. § 1313(d).  U.S. EPA has interpreted “suitable for 
calculation” to mean that the “proper technical conditions” are present.2  U.S. EPA has 
explained: 

“Proper technical conditions” refers to the availability of the 
analytical methods, modeling techniques and data base necessary 
to develop a technically defensible TMDL.  These elements will 

                                                 
2  Total Maximum Daily Loads Under Clean Water Act, 43 Fed. Reg. 60,662 (Dec. 28, 

1978). 
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vary in their level of sophistication depending on the nature of the 
pollutant and characteristics of the segment in question.3 

Thus, EPA interprets pollutants to be suitable for calculation of a TMDL only where “proper 
technical conditions” are met, i.e., where there exists (1) analytical methods; (2) modeling 
techniques; and (3) data necessary to develop a “technically defensible” TMDL. 

The proposed adopting resolution implicitly acknowledges that the “proper technical 
conditions” are not present for the TMDL, and does not address the significant implementation 
issues that arise from this lack of “proper technical conditions.”  Paragraphs 8, 9, and 10 of the 
Preamble discuss “special studies” and other data gathering work necessary to provide the 
“proper technical conditions” for the TMDL.  However, these paragraphs envision this work 
coming after adoption of the TMDL, not before a TMDL is developed as required by law.  
Because the “proper technical conditions” are not present for the TMDL, adoption of the TMDL, 
and management decisions based on the TMDL, would be arbitrary and capricious. 

Failure to support the TMDL with the “proper technical conditions” will result in 
implementation problems that have not been acknowledged or addressed in the proposed 
adopting resolution.  Because the State Board has proposed postponing the work to establish the 
“proper technical conditions” until after the TMDL is adopted, parties subject to the TMDL will 
be forced to comply with requirements that are not well grounded in science.  This makes the 
prospects of relief during the oft-mentioned “re-opener” during the sixth year of implementation 
illusory; not only is there no guarantee that the TMDL will be reformed in six years, but the 
TMDL, and its unsupported requirements, will already have been in place and implemented for 
that period.   

Furthermore, the proposed adopting resolution states that even in the event of re-opener, 
reconsideration of allocations will not be made “prior to making significant progress toward 
achieving the final allocations.”  Preamble at Paragraph 9.  This language suggests that it is even 
more unlikely that the TMDL will be reformed because, as our prior comments have indicated, 
progress towards achieving final allocations that lack “proper technical conditions” will be 
extremely difficult, if not impossible, to achieve. 

B. Technical Issues 

Both the Regional and State Boards have received numerous comments documenting 
technical aspects of the TMDL that must be reconsidered to render the TMDL technically 
defensible, both from stakeholders and the Regional Board’s own peer reviewers.  The proposed 
adopting resolution does not cure these deficiencies.   

Our prior comments demonstrate that scientific experts with countless years of 
experience in relevant fields have identified multiple technical issues with the TMDL, including, 
but not limited to: (i) improper determination of the assimilative (or loading) capacity of the 
water bodies; (ii) lack of model calibration and validation; (iii) selective use of portions of the 
modeling that ignore the significant mass that “carries through” the system; (iv) assigning loads 

                                                 
3  Id. at 60,662. 
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to clean or relatively clean sediments; (v) uncertain aerial deposition rates that are assumed to 
overwhelm the TMDL’s allocations; (vi) inappropriate use of the Fish Contaminant Goals 
without risk assessment; (vii) and use of screening values as sediment targets.  As described in 
the attached memorandum prepared by Dr. Charles Menzie in response to questions asked of him 
at the State Board’s December 6, 2011 meeting, there also are concerns that the TMDL diverges 
from precedent used for TMDLs elsewhere in California and the country.4  An inventory of 
important technical flaws of the TMDL can be found in the “Framework for Addressing 
Technical Issues Associated with the TMDL” which Dr. Menzie also prepared and submitted to 
the Regional and State Boards.5   

Of particular concern, and not addressed in the proposed adopting resolution, is the 
determination of the assimilative, or “loading,” capacity of the waterbodies at issue.  By 
definition, a TMDL is dependent on a proper determination of this capacity.  “TMDL” is defined 
to correspond to the loading or assimilative capacity of the water body, which then is available to 
be allocated to point source wasteloads and nonpoint source loads, with appropriate reservations.  
40 C.F.R. §§ 130.2(i), 130.2(g), and 130.2(h).  “Loading capacity” is the “greatest amount of 
loading that a water can receive without violating water quality standards.”  40 C.F.R. § 130.2(f).  
As the Regional Board staff have acknowledged, the TMDL modeling predicts that significant 
amounts of mass are naturally flushed through the harbor system.  Because these significant 
masses “carry through” the harbor system and therefore do not put the water body in non-
compliance with water quality standards, these masses must be considered as a component of the 
loading capacity.  However, this was not recognized in the TMDL, as the Regional Board staff 
has stated that the loading capacity and allocations are based only on “what deposits.”  Dr. E. 
John List discussed this concept and the implications of it in a letter submitted in advance of the 
technical meeting with the Regional Board staff on January 25, 2012.6   

Dr. Menzie’s memoranda and Dr. List’s letter demonstrate part of our attempt to engage 
Regional Board staff constructively on these technical issues, as directed by the State Board at 
the December 6, 2011 hearing.  However, as explained below, Regional Board staff wanted to 
discuss only steps that might be taken to fix the TMDL after it is adopted, instead of ways to 
address these technical problems now.   

It must be reiterated that these issues are inextricably intertwined with the 
implementation of the TMDL and the management decisions that will necessarily be made on the 
                                                 
4  Dr. Charles Menzie, “Why TMDLs for Dominguez Channel are Low in Comparison to 

Newport Bay.”  January 6, 2012.  Submitted to the Regional Board staff and State Board 
members previously on January 6, 2012.  We incorporate Dr. Menzie’s memorandum 
into these comments here by reference. 

5  Dr. Charles Menzie, “Framework for Addressing Technical Issues Associated with the 
TMDL.”  Submitted to the Regional Board staff and State Board members previously on 
January 8, 2012.  We incorporate Dr. Menzie’s memorandum into these comments here 
by reference. 

6  Dr. E. John List, “TMDL and Sediment ‘Carry Through.’”  January 23, 2012.  Submitted 
to the Regional Board staff and State Board members previously on January 24, 2012.  
We incorporate Dr. List’s letter into these comments here by reference. 
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basis of the TMDL.  Because these fundamental technical issues have gone unaddressed, the 
TMDL is not supported by proper technical conditions and the standards and targets established 
by the TMDL are unreliable.  Use of these unreliable targets and standards in subsequent 
management decisions necessarily will lead to implementation problems.  Considering the 
staggering cost of implementation of the TMDL (estimated by some to be up to $9 billion, and 
by the Regional Board itself at approximately $900 million), it becomes apparent that the 
technical issues with the TMDL are very real concerns that must be addressed now. 

The State and Regional Boards’ frequent suggestions (as set forth in Paragraph 8 of the 
Preamble to the proposed adopting resolution) that these technical issues can be addressed 
through post-hoc “special studies” indicates that no TMDL should be adopted at this time, when 
data on which to base the TMDL are scarce or nonexistent.  The fact that “special studies”, 
including those referenced in Paragraph 8 of the Preamble, have become a central point of 
discussion for this TMDL distracts from the real issue – the current scientific understanding and 
data are so weak that there ought not to be a TMDL at this time.  As just one example, Dr. List 
has provided a short discussion of how the TMDL for DDT is not based on actual data, resulting 
in a lack of “proper technical conditions.”7   

II. PROCEEDINGS SINCE DEC. 6 HAVE NOT RESULTED IN PROGRESS 

At the December 6, 2011 State Board meeting, the State Board directed the Regional 
Board staff to further engage with stakeholders to address “fundamental” questions regarding the 
TMDL.  During January 2012, stakeholders twice met with the Regional Board staff, but, as 
described below, progress was not made during these discussions.   

A. January 9, 2012 Meeting Regarding Implementation Issues 

On December 22, 2011, the Regional Board staff noticed a public meeting to be held on 
January 9, 2012 “to provide [the] State Board with additional information and details on the 
TMDL and to work with stakeholders to provide more clarity on TMDL implementation options 
and schedule”.  The Regional Board staff’s agenda for the meeting focused solely on issues 
relating to the implementation of the TMDL.   

At this meeting, Regional Board staff reiterated that significant amounts of sediment 
“carry through” the Harbor Waters.  However, staff also confirmed that the TMDL ignores the 
significant volumes that “carry through.”  As discussed above, this assumption results in 
improper calculation of the loading capacity of the waterbodies, which in turn results in grossly 
under inclusive and technically unsupported TMDLs and allocations.   

Because the only topic that the Regional Board staff were willing to discuss at this 
meeting was TMDL implementation, Regional Board staff were willing to hold a second meeting 
to discuss technical issues.  That meeting occurred on January 25, 2012. 

                                                 
7  Dr. E. John List, “TMDL for DDT’”  February 3, 2012.  We incorporate Dr. List’s letter 

into these comments here by reference. 
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B. January 25, 2012 Meeting Regarding Technical Issues 

It became clear at the January 25, 2012 meeting that Regional Board staff was not willing 
to engage in constructive and substantive discussions on technical issues.  Regional Board staff 
and U.S. EPA were focused on offering to work with stakeholders to fix and revise this allegedly 
“technically defensible” TMDL once adopted.  Suggestions by stakeholders that technical issues 
with the TMDL must be addressed before it is adopted were met with renewed offers to address 
technical issues after adoption.   

At the January 25 meeting, Regional Board staff stated that stakeholders had not offered 
any constructive ideas on what could have been done differently with the TMDL.  Several 
members of the stakeholder group that participated in the meeting offered numerous, concrete 
examples of constructive suggestions that had been offered; Regional Board staff did not 
substantively respond to these comments. 

At the end of the meeting, Regional Board staff reemphasized that it intended to work 
with stakeholders to revise and fix the TMDL once it is adopted, and members of the stakeholder 
group reemphasized the desire to get the technical issues in the TMDL right in the first instance, 
before adoption.  Because the issue of the proper time to address technical issues became the 
central issue of the meeting, only a very limited discussion of the underlying key technical issues 
and fundamental questions occurred. 

III. THE REGIONAL BOARD’S MEMORANDUM TO THE STATE BOARD 
DEMONSTRATES FURTHER INCONSISTENCIES BETWEEN THE TMDL 
AND THE LAW 

On January 27, 2012, Regional Board staff submitted a memorandum on certain aspects 
of the TMDL to the State Board.  This memorandum was prepared pursuant to the State Board’s 
request of Regional Board staff at the December 6, 2011 meeting.  Generally, this memorandum 
repeats the same issues that we have addressed in our previously submitted comments, and as 
such, we disagree with the statements of the Regional Board staff for the reasons outlined in 
those previously submitted comments.   

That said, we would like to highlight one gross mischaracterization in the Regional Board 
staff’s memorandum regarding the interplay of the OEHHA’s Fish Contaminant Goals 
(“FCGs”), the goals that were selected as the fish tissue targets in the TMDL, and the State 
Board’s Water Quality Control Plan for Enclosed Bays and Estuaries – Part 1 Sediment Quality 
(the “SQOs”).  On page 5 of the Regional Board’s memorandum, the Regional Board staff state: 

The targeted fish tissue levels to protect human health are based on 
OEHHA’s [FCGs].  This is consistent with the direction in the 
[SQOs] to consider OEHHA policies for fish consumption and risk 
assessment and U.S. EPA human health risk assessment policies. 

While the SQOs do suggest that the Regional Boards look to OEHHA policies for fish 
consumption and risk assessment, the Regional Board staff memorandum misinterprets the SQOs 
direction.  The SQOs plainly indicate how the Regional Boards are to include OEHHA fish 
consumption polices, like the FCGs, when conducting their own human health risk assessments, 



and not in any other context (such as setting a TMDL target). In its entirety, Section VI, Human 
Health, of the SQOs state: 

The narrative human health objective in Section IV. B. of this Part 
1 shall be implemented on a case-by-case basis, based upon a 
human health risk assessment. In conducting a risk assessment, the 
Water Boards shall consider any applicable and relevant 
information, including California Environmental Protection 
Agency's (Cal/EPA) Office of Environmental Health Hazard 
Assessment (OEHHA) policies for fish consumption and risk 
assessment, CaIIEPA's Department of Toxic Substances Control 
(DTSC) Risk Assessment, and u.S. EPA Human Health Risk 
Assessment policies. 

Based on this directive, the SQO framework does not authorize the use of the FCGs as 
stand-alone values in a TMDL in isolation from a risk assessment (as was done here). The use of 
the FCGs without risk assessment is yet another inconsistency between the TMDL and the State 
Board policy reflected in the SQOs, is arbitrary and capricious, and violates the SQOs and the 
Porter Cologne Act. We would urge that as part of a remand, that the State Board direct the 
Regional Board to conduct a human health risk assessment so that the Regional Board may 
exercise its discretion appropriately to consider the FCGs in that assessment. The current use of 
the FCGs is an abuse of discretion. 

IV. CONCLUSION 

We urge the State Board to remand the TMDL to the Regional Board with directions to 
complete the necessary steps to ensure a reasonable and technically defensible TMDL, and one 
based on sound policy. Remand would provide the time necessary to address the TMDL's issues 
- time plainly necessary in light of the lack of progress made in the short window since the 
December 6 hearing. We have included with this letter a draft remand resolution to illustrate 
direction the State Board might give to the Regional Board. 

Kind regards, 

tLL~,~~ 
Charles R. Anthony III 
of LATHAM & WATKINS LLP 
On behalf of Montrose Chemical Corporation of California 

Paul Meyer 
American Council of Engineering Companies California 
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STATE WATER RESOURCES CONTROL BOARD’S 
 

 CONSIDERATION OF A PROPOSED RESOLUTION APPROVING AN AMENDMENT TO 
THE WATER QUALITY CONTROL PLAN FOR THE LOS ANGELES REGION TO 

INCORPORATE A TOTAL MAXIMUM DAILY LOAD FOR TOXIC POLLUTANTS IN 
DOMINGUEZ CHANNEL AND GREATER LOS ANGELES AND LONG BEACH HARBOR 

WATERS 
 

February 7, 2012 Board Meeting, Item 7 
 

EXHIBITS TO FEBRUARY 3, 2012 COMMENTS SUBMITTED BY LATHAM & 
WATKINS LLP ON BEHALF OF MONTROSE  

 
Exhibit Description 

A.  Proposed Draft Resolution Remanding the TMDL to the Regional Board. 
 

B.  January 6, 2012 Memorandum from Charles Menzie, Ph.D., Exponent to Sam Unger, Executive 
Officer, California Regional Water Quality Control Board, Los Angeles Region Regarding “Why 
TMDLs for Dominguez Channel are Low in Comparison to Newport Bay.” 
 

C.  Hardy, J.T. (1982), The Sea Surface Microlayer: Biology, Chemistry and Anthropogenic 
Enrichment.  Progress in Oceanography, 11 (4), pp. 307-328. 
 

D.  “Framework for Addressing Technical Issues Associated with the TMDL,” prepared by Charles 
Menzie, Ph.D. 
 

E.  January 23, 2012 Memorandum from E. John List, Ph.D., P.E., Environmental Defense Sciences 
to Sam Unger, Executive Officer, California Regional Water Quality Control Board, Los Angeles 
Region Regarding “TMDL and Sediment ‘Carry Through’” 
 

F.  Hickey, Barbara M. “River discharge plumes in the Santa Barbara Channel”, p. 65, 5th 
California Islands Symposium (Physical Oceanography) 1999 
 

G.  Ahn et al., “Coastal Water Quality Impact of Stormwater Runoff from an Urban Watershed in 
Southern California”, Environ. Sci. Technol., 2005, 39 (16), pp 5940–5953 
 

H.  Warrick et al., “River plume patterns and dynamics within the Southern California Bight”, USC 
Sea Grant Publication AR07 USC, pages 215-236  
 

I.  February 3, 2012 Letter from E. John List, Ph.D., P.E., Environmental Defense Sciences to the 
Clerk of the Board and State Board Members Regarding “TMDL for DDT.” 
 

J.  “TMDLs for legacy chemicals (PCBs and DDT) are not based on reliable technical information.” 
Presentation of Charles Menzie, Ph.D., for the State Board at its February 7, 2012 Meeting. 
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STATE WATER RESOURCES CONTROL BOARD 
RESOLUTION NO. 2012 – xxxx 

 
REMANDING AN AMENDMENT TO THE WATER QUALITY CONTROL PLAN FOR 

THE LOS ANGELES REGION TO INCORPORATE A TOTAL MAXIMUM DAILY LOAD 
FOR TOXIC POLLUTANTS IN DOMINGUEZ CHANNEL AND GREATER LOS ANGELES 

AND LONG BEACH HARBOR WATERS1 
 

WHEREAS: 
 
1. The Los Angeles Regional Water Quality Control Board (Regional Board) adopted a revised 

Basin Plan for the Los Angeles Region on June 13, 1994 which was approved by the State 
Water Resources Control Board (SWRCB) on November 17, 1994 and by the Office of 
Administrative Law (OAL) on February 23, 1995. 

 
2. On May 5, 2011 the Regional Board adopted Resolution No. R11-008 amending the Basin 

Plan to incorporate a Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL) for toxic pollutants in the 
Dominguez Channel and Greater Los Angeles and Long Beach Harbor Waters. 

 
3. SWRCB finds that the Basin Plan amendment as adopted by the Regional Board should be 

revised and clarified before adoption by SWRCB. 
 
4. A Basin Plan amendment does not become effective until approved by SWRCB and until the 

regulatory provisions are approved by OAL. 
 
THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED THAT: 
 
1. Pursuant to Water Code Section 13245, the SWRCB hereby remands the Basin Plan 

amendment to incorporate a TMDL for toxic pollutants in the Dominguez Channel and 
Greater Los Angeles and Long Beach Harbor Waters as adopted under Regional Board 
Resolution R11-008 for further deliberations consistent with the SWRCB’s directives 
contained herein and all applicable laws, regulations and SWRCB policies.  

 
2. The SWRCB hereby directs the Regional Board to: 
 

a. Revise the Basin Plan amendment to be consistent with the following understanding:  
This Basin Plan Amendment is not intended to, and is not to be interpreted as, setting 
any cleanup levels for sediments or as mandating any removal or remediation action 
by any person or entity.  The TMDL is not to be utilized in any form as a remediation, 
removal or dredging order, and is not to be interpreted as requiring specific actions at 
any sites or as establishing cleanup standards to be achieved at those sites.   

                                                 
1  This remand resolution is provided to illustrate some of the main points that the State 

Board might wish to address upon remand, and is not intended to capture each and every 
problem with the TMDL, as defects in this TMDL continue to be discovered as these 
proceedings have progressed. 



 

 

 
b. Revise the TMDL and the Basin Plan Amendment so as to provide more clarity and 

to remove ambiguity of the anticipated obligations and responsibilities of the various 
identified parties under the TMDL.   

 
c. Revise the TMDL as needed to ensure compliance with SWRCB’s Water Quality 

Control Plan for Enclosed Bays and Estuaries – Part 1 Sediment Quality (the SQOs).  
Compliance with the SQOs requires consideration of multiple lines of evidence to 
determine whether sediment is impacted, and does not involve reliance on the 
“Effects Range Low” chemical concentration values.  SQO compliance requires 
completion of the step-wise approach to establish a numeric target to properly 
calculate loading capacity, load allocations, and waste load allocations appropriate for 
inclusion in a TMDL.  This step-wise approach includes stressor identification, 
studies on chemical linkage to impairment, identification of pollutant chemicals or 
classes of chemicals and identifying sources. 

 
d. Revise the TMDL to remove the reliance on Fish Contaminant Goals (FCGs) as an 

endpoint in the form of a TMDL target.  The Office of Environmental Health Hazard 
Assessment (OEHHA), which publishes the FCGs, states that FCGs “provide a 
starting point for OEHHA to assist other agencies that wish to develop fish tissue-
based criteria with a goal toward pollution mitigation or elimination,” and supports 
the use of FCGs in risk assessments by other agencies.  The FCGs were developed 
“without regard to economic considerations, technical feasibility, or the 
counterbalancing benefits of fish consumption.”  (OEHHA, Development of Fish 
Contaminant Goals and Advisory Tissue Levels For Common Contaminants In 
California Sport Fish: Chlordane, DDTs, Dieldrin, Methylmercury, PCBs, Selenium, 
and Toxaphene at iii (June 2008).)  The Regional Board’s assessment of risk should 
consider OEHHA’s Advisory Tissue Levels (ATLs), as well as FCGs.  ATLs 
correspond to a level of no health risk to individuals that consume sport fish and 
reflect the “unique health benefits associated with fish consumption.”  (Id.)  The 
Regional Board shall adopt regionally appropriate fish tissue targets in accordance 
with risk assessment principles, SWRCB policy, and accounting for fish that swim to 
surrounding areas, such as the nearby Palos Verdes Shelf, where fish tissue targets 
already exist. 

 
e. Reconsider and revise the modeling upon which the TMDL is based to ensure that 

proper calibration, validation, and mass balance computations are included.  The 
Clean Water Act requires that a TMDL be a balance between the loading or 
assimilative capacity of a water body (i.e., the mass of a pollutant the water body can 
assimilate without violating water quality standards), on the one hand, and various 
categories into which that capacity is distributed (e.g., how much mass of the 
pollutant will be allowed to enter the water body from point and nonpoint sources, 
considering natural background).  There must be equivalency between loading 
capacity and the sum of the distribution categories.  This equivalency, required by 
law, is a mass balance, and the current conceptual model and mathematical modeling 
approach of the TMDL does not support this equivalency. 



 

 

 
f. Revise the Substitute Environmental Document (SED) to ensure compliance with 

CEQA.  The SED shall include an analysis of all environmental impacts associated 
with the proposed project and all reasonably foreseeable methods of compliance with 
the TMDL.  The SED shall also include an analysis of sufficient project alternatives 
that offer potentially substantial environmental advantages over the described project.  
An analysis of a reasonable range of environmentally advantageous project 
alternatives is necessary under CEQA to enable the decision maker to make an 
informed decision to select the environmentally superior project alternative. 

 
g. Have further direct collaboration with all interested stakeholders, followed by 

additional peer review of the revised TMDL, to facilitate the above directives and 
promote the use of sound science, modeling techniques and proper data sets, 
including necessary calibrations and validations.  This further direct collaboration 
shall include periodic meetings with the stakeholders as appropriate to achieve these 
goals. 

 
CERTIFICATION 

 
The undersigned, Clerk to the Board, does hereby certify that the foregoing is a full, true, and 
correct copy of a resolution duly and regularly adopted at a meeting of the State Water Resources 
Control Board held on February 7, 2012. 
 
 

_______________________________ 
Jeanine Townsend 
Clerk to the Board 
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TO: Sam Unger,  Executive Officer, California Regional Water Quality Control Board, 
Los Angeles Region  

CC: Charles Hoppin, Chair, State Water Resources Control Board 

Frances Spivy-Weber, Vice Chair, State Water Resources Control Board 

Tam Doduc, Member, State Water Resources Control Board 

Thomas Howard, Executive Director, State Water Resources Control Board 

Dr. Peter Kozleka, United States Environmental Protection Agency, Region 9 

FROM: 
Charles Menzie, Ph.D.  

DATE: January 6, 2012 

SUBJECT: Why TMDLs for Dominguez Channel are Low in Comparison to Newport Bay 

 
 
During my presentation on December 6, 2011 before the California State Water Resources 
Control Board (State Board), I pointed out that the total maximum daily load (TMDL) for DDT 
for locations in the Dominguez Channel and Los Angeles Harbor areas (Channel/Harbor) were 
much lower than for Upper Newport Bay.  I indicated that these differences reflected a 
difference in methodology between the TMDLs for these two systems.  During my presentation, 
State Board Member Tam Dudoc inquired whether these differences simply were due to the 
differing methodology of the TMDLs as I stated in my presentation, or whether there were other 
factors involved, such as the existing load in Upper Newport Bay and the fisheries existing 
there.  In response, I indicated that the differences were purely methodological and explained 
the differing approaches.  Herein I provide more detail that may be helpful to you, the staff, and 
the Board members.   
 
I am submitting this to you pursuant to your notice dated December 22, 2011, setting a January 
9, 2012 meeting to discuss the TMDL as directed by the State Board at the December 6, 2011 
meeting.  This memorandum specifically addresses fundamental questions which the State 
Board directed the Los Angeles Regional Water Quality Control Board (Regional Water Board) 
to engage stakeholders on through additional exchanges in order to provide needed clarity and 
certainty on the TMDL.  I will be participating in the January 9, 2012 meeting by telephone, and 
will be available to present these findings at that time, and respond to any questions you and 
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your staff may have.  I request that this memorandum be placed into the administrative record 
for the TMDL.  
 
To begin, it should be noted that there is a distinction between a TMDL that has been developed 
for the waterbody and the sediment-only TMDLs that the Regional Water Board developed for 
the eleven discrete areas within the Channel/Harbor.  The Regional Water Board did not provide 
TMDLs for the waterbody.   
 
The sediment TMDLs set by the Regional Water Board are much smaller than those that would 
have been developed for the waterbody because they leave out all the other dispersive processes 
that occur when a chemical enters an aquatic or marine system.  For example, the compounds 
entering the system are suspended or dissolved in the water column.  Only a small fraction of 
the mass in the water column will settle on the bottom.  The balance will bypass the sediments 
or will otherwise be eliminated from the waterbody1.  This conceptual difference between a 
“waterbody TMDL” and a “sediment TMDL” is a large part of the problem with the proposed 
Channel/Harbor TMDL values and is contributing to the apparent confusion over what these 
values represent and how they should be used to derive allocations. Notably, outside of the Los 
Angeles Region, TMDLs are typically developed for waterbodies (e.g., those for San Francisco 
Bay, Delaware River and Newport Bay and Harbor).  
 
The discrepancy between a waterbody TMDL and sediment-onlyTMDLs is apparent from the 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA) definition of a TMDL: 

"A TMDL is a calculation of the maximum amount of a pollutant that a waterbody can receive 
and still meet water quality standards, and an allocation of that load among the various sources 
of that pollutant. Pollutant sources are characterized as either point sources that receive a 
wasteload allocation (WLA), or nonpoint sources that receive a load allocation (LA)." - U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency, 20112 

This memorandum demonstrates that in its calculations of TMDLs for the Channel/Harbor 
areas, the Regional Water Board arbitrarily has substituted “sediment” for “waterbody” in this 
definition.  This memorandum also describes implications of this departure by the Regional 
Water Board from the intent and definition of a TMDL.  Finally, this memo illustrates how the 
Regional Board’s calculation involves only two values, the selected “target concentration” and a 
calculated sediment deposition rate.  
                                                 
1 Dr. Susan Paulsen of Flow Science submitted comments on February 22, 2011 to the Regional Water Board that 

addressed solids and contaminant bypass for the Channel/Harbor system. These comments were based on the 
ERDC modeling work performed for the Regional Water Board. Based on this work, Dr. Paulsen calculated that 
roughly 65% of inflowing sediment passes through the system without depositing to the sediment bed; Dr. 
Paulsen also estimated that a large fraction of the DDT loading to the watershed (72-97%) is simulated to pass 
through the system without depositing to the sediments.  

2 U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, 2011, What is a TMDL?: U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, access 
date June 3, 2011. 
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In the Regional Water Board approach, the sole modeled physical process that influences the 
TMDLs for the Channel/Harbor areas is the sediment deposition rate.  The smaller the 
calculated deposition rate for an area, the smaller the TMDL.  This sole dependency of the 
TMDLs for the Channel/Harbor areas on deposition rates explains both the small TMDL values 
that have been derived for some locations as well as the variations among TMDLs for the eleven 
Channel/Harbor areas.  It also it not logical.  If only a small fraction of the mass of a target 
compound in the water column settles to the bottom, and if one assumes as the Regional Water 
Board does that it is that fraction that presents an environmental and human health risk, then the 
TMDL should be relatively larger – not smaller.  Stated another way, if a large fraction of the 
water column mass bypasses the sediments where, ostensibly, it may present risk, then the 
TMDL should be in proportion to that large fraction.  An odd implication of the current 
approach adopted by the Regional Water Board is that the smaller the deposition rate in an area 
(the smaller the sediment-only TMDL), the larger the load can be to the water column that 
bypasses the sediment. It should be apparent that this is illogical.  
 
By relying solely on the sediment deposition rates, the TMDL improperly has assumed that it 
does not matter if the area is receiving primarily “clean” sediments or even if the sediments are  
primarily “dirty”; the TMDL derivation method used by the Regional Water Board for the 
Channel/Harbor areas will always yield a TMDL value that is proportional to a calculated 
sediment deposition rate.  The consequence of this approach is that, when the TMDL is used for 
allocation purposes, it loses meaning for management of loads because it differs from a 
waterbody TMDL.  In short, loads to waterbodies, as commonly understood by dischargers and 
others, are not equivalent to the derived TMDLs for sediments.  The lack of equivalency 
contributes to the false conclusion that the sediments have to be removed.  
 
We presented the following table in an earlier memorandum to show the variations in TMDLs 
for various Channel/Harbor areas. As the table shows, all the TMDLs rely on is a target 
sediment concentration (the ER-L value of 1.58 µg/kg) and are generated from modeled 
estimates of sediment deposition. 
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Table 1. DDT TMDLs for various areas of The System. 

Waterbody 
Area1 
(m2) 

Total Deposition1 
(kg/yr) 

TMDL  
(Total DDT)2 

(g/yr) 

Dominguez Channel Estuary 567,900  2,470,201  3.903  

Consolidated Slip 147,103  355,560  0.562  

Inner Harbor – POLA 6,228,431  1,580,809  2.498  

Inner Harbor – POLB 5,926,130  674,604  1.066  

Fish Harbor 368,524  30,593  0.048  

Cabrillo Marina 310,259  38,859  0.061  

Cabrillo Beach 331,799  27,089  0.043  

Outer Harbor – POLA 5,885,626  572,349  0.904  

Outer Harbor – POLB 10,472,741  1,828,407  2.889  

Los Angeles River Estuary 837,873  21,610,283  34.144  

San Pedro Bay 33,073,517  19,056,271 30.109  

 
 
The linear relationship demonstrated in the following figure illustrates how the eleven TMDLs 
are solely a function of sediment deposition rates and sediment target level (e.g., the ER-L), and 
have no other relationship to loads into the system or to any other existing physical, biological, 
or health factor condition.  Simply put, the TMDL is the deposition rate multiplied by the ER-L 
and each of the eleven TMDL values in the last column of the table fits on the slope of the 
straight line shown in the following figure. In other words, they simply reflect variations in 
modeled sediment deposition rates.  
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TMDLs for Dominguez Channel/Harbor Areas Vary Solely as a Function of 
Sediment Deposition Rate 

 
 
The differences between a waterbody TMDL and the sediment-only TMDLs as derived by the 
Regional Water Board are central to the problems the sediment-only TMDLs have created.  For 
example, if a discharger has an effluent entering a waterbody with little or no sediment 
deposition, that waterbody could have a calculated sediment-only TMDL that is extremely small 
because there are few sediments entering and/or depositing within the system, and therefore, a 
smaller number to multiply by the sediment target to calculate the TMDL.   
 
When that sediment-only TMDL is presumed to be equivalent to a load to the waterbody, the 
TMDL process loses coherency, the allocations are incorrect, and the discharger is faced with a 
management problem that may not have any practical or meaningful resolution. The 
Channel/Harbor TMDL does not recognize that the sediment-only TMDLs are not the same as 
waterbody TMDLs.  Instead, the Channel/Harbor TMDL treats the sediment-only TMDLs as if 
they were waterbody TMDLs.  The result is that incorrect allocations are derived from 
inappropriate TMDLs.  The load to the sediments does not readily translate to particular loads to 
waterbodies for point and nonpoint sources. Yet this fact is ignored in the Channel/Harbor 
TMDL. In fact, atmospheric inputs are treated as if they are loads to the sediments rather than to 
the waterbodies.  There is no evidence that all mass entering the waterbodies from the 
atmosphere ends up accumulating on the bottom.  In reality, this is highly unlikely to be the 
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case, and no reasonable scientist would make this assumption3. This presumed fate of chemicals 
entering from the atmosphere further contributes to the confusion over the TMDLs and the 
proposed allocation approach.  
 
Another implication of having “sediment only” rather than “waterbody” TMDLs is that the 
sediment becomes the focus of management.  The receiving water and the rest of the system 
have been left out of the analysis. Under the Regional Water Board’s current conceptualization, 
the sediment drives the risks to benthic invertebrates (for which they use the ER-Ls) as well as 
the risks to human health via fish bioaccumulation (for which they use BSAFs combined with 
fish tissue target levels).  The Regional Water Board does not rely upon the types of food-chain 
modeling that are commonly used for TMDL development but simply applies a sediment-based 
ratio to connect fish to the sediments.  Thus, for the Regional Water Board, managing sediments 
becomes the main focus.  
 
A further implication of the TMDL derivation method relied upon by the Regional Water Board 
is that it ignores the mass balance of sediments for the system.  This includes ignoring inputs of 
clean sediments containing no DDT, and as DDT degrades naturally in the environment, 
subsequently deposited sediments will contain less and less DDT.  Clean sediments can cover 
and/or dilute sediments that may contain measureable DDT levels within the Channel/Harbor 
areas, a process that further contributes to natural recovery.  Despite the importance of knowing 
sediment loads for deriving TMDLs for waterbodies, there is no estimate of actual sediment 
loads in the Channel/Harbor TMDL.  The Regional Water Board also has no estimate of the 
mass of DDT that is present in the sediments and therefore does not have any reliable estimate 
of what mass must be either removed or otherwise reduced.  
 
During my presentation to the State Board, I contrasted the higher DDT TMDL developed for 
the Upper Newport Bay waterbody with the much lower sediment-only TMDLs for the 
Channel/Harbor areas. I explained that it is this difference - waterbody vs sediment TMDL - that 

                                                 
3 Atmospheric deposition must enter the system through the surface layer. In order for these loadings to be 

sediment loads, all this material would need to sink through the water column and deposit in the sediments. The 
ERDC modeling work performed for the Regional Water Board and commented upon by Dr. Susan Paulsen of 
Flow Science in her comments to the Regional Water Board dated February 22, 2011 shows that this is not the 
case and that there is a substantial by-pass through the system for solids and contaminants that are washed into 
the system. Even greater by-pass would be expected for chemicals that enter the system from the atmosphere. 
As these chemicals land upon the sea surface, they can be captured within the thin film known as the sea-
surface microlayer. Here they are trapped to some extent and can be dispersed out of the system by winds. The 
presence of these sea-surface microlayers and their importance as a reservoir for contaminants has been 
recognized for a long time.  See Hardy, J. T. 1982. The sea-surface microlayer: biology, chemistry, and 
anthropogenic enrichment. Prog. Oceanogr. 11:307-328.  (A copy of this study is attached to this memorandum 
for your convenience.) The assumption that atmospheric deposition is equivalent to sediment deposition for the 
channel/harbor system is not supported by the science or by the modeling performed for the Regional Water 
Board.  
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results in the illogical, incorrect4, and confusing TMDLs that have been derived for the 
channel/harbor areas.  
 
Other physical or biological differences between Upper Newport Bay and the Channel/Harbor 
locations do not explain why the TMDLs for the latter are much smaller.  In fact, the sediment 
TMDLs developed for the Channel/Harbor areas do not consider the degree of impairment, 
nature of the biological environment, potential for human exposure, incoming sediment loads, or 
exchanges with the atmosphere or ocean. The Channel/Harbor TMDLs only reflect the two 
parameters mentioned above (sediment deposition rate and ER-L) and any variation among 
TMDLs is controlled only by one of these, the sediment deposition rate.  
 
In summary, the sediment-only TMDLs derived by the Regional Water Board do not consider 
any ecological or human health conditions or degree of impairment.  These sediment TMDLs 
are nothing more than the product of multiplying sediment deposition rates by a selected target 
value (the ER-L), and treating the result as the load to the system.  If that logic were extended to 
all waterbodies in the United States, there would be DDT TMDLs for every single system 
regardless of need, as every system that had sediment deposition would also be assigned an 
associated DDT load equal to the sediment deposition rate multiplied by the sediment target.  
Because TMDLs calculated in this fashion are wholly unrelated to ecological conditions, human 
health concerns, or the overall physical dynamics of these systems, some of them will be very 
high, and others will be very low, and whether the TMDL is high or low will have nothing to do 
with the actual state or impairment of the system.  These TMDLs do not correspond to the 
actual, site-specific assimilative capacity of either the bottom sediments or the waterbody itself.  
 
Finally, aside from the major methodological problem described above, the sediment TMDLs 
are derived from two parameters that have been heavily criticized.  The sediment deposition 
rates are from a model that has not been properly calibrated or validated.5  This lack of 
calibration and validation has been pointed out by many of the commenters, including the 
Regional Water Board’s peer reviewers. Also, the low target levels (ER-Ls and fish tissue 
levels) are well below levels that are relevant for managing a harbor system in a sound manner6.   
 
I have worked extensively throughout the United States with the use of screening level values, 
such as ER-Ls, on behalf of both the regulated and regulatory communities. It is well accepted 
in the scientific community, and I agree, that these screening values are inappropriate and 
impractical to use for managing contaminated sediments and for determining and managing 
waste load allocations to harbor systems.  As recognized by the State Board’s Water Quality 
                                                 
4 They are incorrect for the purpose of any subsequent load allocations where those allocations are treated as loads 

to the waterbodies.  
5 Our check of the deposition values reveals orders of magnitude variations that do not make sense. There is a 700-

fold range in sediment deposition across areas from Fish Harbor (the lowest) to Los Angeles River Estuary (the 
highest) that do not comport with our understanding of the likely relative variation in deposition rates for these 
areas.  

6 Extensive comments have been made by stakeholders on the inappropriate use of these low values without 
considering associated ecological, health, and economic impacts.  
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Control Plan for Enclosed Bays and Estuaries – Part 1, Sediment Quality, screening levels such 
as an ER-L are not intended to be used for as sediment targets as was done in the 
Channel/Harbor TMDL.  
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 

Exhibit C 















































 
 
 
 
 

Exhibit D 



Framework for Addressing Technical Issues 

Associated with the TMDL 

Introduction 
 

This Framework identifies the key technical issues that the California Regional Water Quality Control 

Board, Los Angeles Region (“Regional Water Board”)  must address to develop a technically‐defensible 

Total Maximum Daily Load (“TMDL”) for the Dominguez Channel and Greater Los Angeles and Long 

Beach Harbor Waters (herein referred to as “The System”) that is supported by the proper technical 

conditions.  As defined by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, proper technical conditions for a 

TMDL include adequate modeling techniques, analytical methods, and data bases, all of which are 

lacking here.  These proper technical conditions will continue to be lacking until the issues identified in 

this Framework are fully addressed.  Without addressing these fundamental issues, the resulting TMDLs 

will continue to be either technically flawed or impractical or impossible to implement. 

This Framework applies not only to TMDLs for DDT but also for other legacy contaminants. While not 

intended to be a comprehensive list of issues with the TMDL, or a list of legal issues with the TMDL, the 

issues have been organized around broad headings that relate to the following aspects of the TMDL 

development approach and process: 

 Conceptual framework for TMDL development 
 

 Current load estimates for The System 
 

 Selection of TMDL derivation methods and input values 
 

 Implementation considerations 

Conceptual Framework for TMDL Development 
Critical technical issues regarding the conceptual framework include: 

 The conceptual framework used for The System areas involved deriving TMDLs solely for 
sediments rather than for waterbodies, resulting in confusion over what these TMDLs represent 
and how they are to be implemented.  The sediment TMDLs also create an unbalanced 
management focus on sediments rather than on external sources of pollutants. 
 

 The conceptual framework used for TMDL development for The System is inconsistent with that 
for other similar types of systems outside of the Los Angeles region. 
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Current Load Estimates to The System 
Critical technical issues regarding the current load estimates to The System include: 

 The sediment TMDLs and associated allocations ignore the fact that there are “clean” sediments 
entering the system, along with sediments leaving the system, and both are important parts of 
the mass balance and contribute to natural recovery processes. Dr. Susan Paulsen of Flow 
Science submitted comments on February 22, 2011 to the Regional Water Board that estimated 
the bypass through the Harbor for solids and contaminants.  Dr. Paulsen used the ERDC 
modeling results to estimate that roughly 65% of inflowing sediment passes through the system 
without depositing to the sediment bed; Dr. Paulsen also estimated that a large fraction of the 
DDT loading to the watershed (72‐97%) is simulated to pass through the system without 
depositing to the sediments. 
 

 Loads from the atmosphere are not reliable and are inappropriately presumed to be equivalent 
to loads to the sediments resulting in incorrect loading estimates and, as a result, incorrect 
allocations.  Dr. Susan Paulsen of Flow Science and Dr. Charles Menzie of Exponent have 
commented on this.  Based on the ERDC modeling, a large fraction of the chemicals entering the 
Channel/Harbor system do not deposit in the sediments, but instead bypass the system and are 
carried out to sea.  It is likely that an even larger fraction of chemicals that arrive in the system 
via atmospheric deposition will not fall to the sediments but will be transported away.  Dr. 
Paulsen has described the processes that will act on these atmospherically‐deposited chemicals 
in terms of particle sizes, mixing rates, and advection through the system. An additional process 
that is important for organic chemicals that land upon the sea surface (such as DDT), is that they 
can become trapped at the surface of the water within the thin film known as the sea‐surface 
microlayer.1  These chemicals are then subject to subsequent transport by winds as well as 
advection of underlying water.  

Selection of TMDL Derivation Methods and Input Values 
Critical technical issues regarding the selection of TMDL derivation methods and input values include: 

 The sediment TMDLs for The System are derived from only two parameters – sediment 
deposition rate and a sediment target concentration.  The derived sediment TMDLs do not take 
into account degree of impairment, site‐specific ecological receptors, human receptors, or any 
other physical process or biological aspect of The System.  Because these TMDLs do not account 
for system conditions (other than the modeled sediment deposition}, they do not reflect the 
realities of The System and the actual assimilative capacities of the relevant waterbodies, and 
could, in fact,  have been developed for any system in the United States for which there is an 
estimate of sediment deposition. 
 

 The modeled sediment deposition rates are not reliable because they are the result of models 
that have not been properly calibrated and validated to ensure that the results resemble real 
world conditions.  Because the models have not been properly calibrated and validated, reliance 

                                                            
1  The presence of these sea-surface microlayers and their importance as a reservoir for contaminants has been 

recognized for a long time as for example in: Hardy, J. T. 1982. The sea-surface microlayer: biology, chemistry, 
and anthropogenic enrichment. Prog. Oceanogr. 11:307-328. 
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on the values that result is highly suspect and not scientifically supported. Because the modeled 
sediment deposition rate is the primary factor for deriving the TMDLs (an issue that is described 
in more detail later), any error or uncertainty in this modeled value will result in a proportional 
error or uncertainty in the TMDL.   

 

 Mass balance calculations were not performed and thus, there is no scientific evidence that the 
TMDLs reflect the actual inputs and outputs of the system.  Therefore, the TMDLs have a false 
basis. 
 

 The use of sediment screening‐levels such as Effects Range – Lows (“ER‐Ls”) to support major 
risk management decisions for The System is not appropriate because screening values are not 
appropriate target values.  Target values should be developed from stressor analysis carried out 
based on results of a screening analysis.  By deriving extremely low TMDLs from screening 
values in the interest of protecting against certain types of risks, implementation of the 
resultant TMDL program will pose increased ecological, human health, and other risks that have 
not been evaluated and factored into the overall benefits. 
 

 The TMDL did not rely on any system‐specific information to establish linkage between 
sediments and fish tissues for The System but instead incorrectly assumed that there was a 
direct cause and effect relationship between sediment concentration and fish concentration. 
This presumed relationship was then incorrectly represented by using a Biota Sediment 
Accumulation Factor (“BASF”) selected from another system that could be very different than 
The System. 
 

 The TMDL development process does not rely on the California State Water Quality Control 
Board’s SQO process.  Instead, the TMDL relegates the SQO process to a confirmation stage, 
thereby creating a technical disconnect between the basis for TMDL development and the 
evaluation of efficacy of TMDL implementation. 

 
Other important technical issues involving the selection of TMDL derivation methods and input values 

include: 

 The sediment TMDLs do not take into account bioavailability processes which would explain why 
the screening levels such as ER‐Ls are so much lower than regional sediment toxicity values that 
have been developed for the region and are available for use.  
 

 The TMDL Staff Report and Response to Comments describe wildlife tissue target levels but 
these are not used for TMDL development and impairments are not identified.  Therefore, this 
information introduces an unnecessary distraction and uncertainty into the TMDL process and 
should be removed from the materials.   

Implementation Considerations 
Critical technical considerations regarding implementation include: 

 Because the TMDLs are specific to sediments and because loadings to sediments have not been 
properly estimated (e.g., atmospheric loadings), the sediments have been inappropriately made 
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the focus of management actions.  This is a departure from what is done outside the Los Angeles 
region, where external inputs to the waterbodies are the focus of TMDL management efforts.   
 

 Because the sediment TMDLs are specific to sediments in eleven particular areas and not to the 
overall system and associated waterbodies, these sediment TMDLs will be very difficult to relate 
to point and non‐point sources. 
 

 Because the derived sediment TMDLs ignore many ongoing recovery processes, the role of 
natural recovery for sediments (i.e., Monitored Natural Recovery [“MNR”]) is not given 
adequate attention, despite strong evidence that natural recovery is reducing external loadings 
for DDT and other legacy contaminants, and that recovery processes are occurring in The 
System. 
 

 The role of maintenance dredging is not discussed in the TMDL, even though it is acknowledged 
by the scientific community to have a strong influence on allocations.  
 

 Dredging to support sediment TMDLs could have adverse consequences for harbor 
management.  
 

 Potential disposal options or capacities associated with the dredging described in the TMDL 
have not been considered and will likely be problematic. 
 

Other important technical considerations regarding implementation include: 

 Dredging cost estimates are based on out‐of‐date information and are therefore significantly 
underestimated. 
 

 The TMDL document provides no discussion of the significant ecological costs and loss of 
ecological services associated with dredging. 
 

 The TMDL did not cite or consider any recent sediment remediation guidance such as the 
Contaminated Sediment Remediation Guidance for Hazardous Waste Sites (USEPA 2005). 
 

 Sediment fate and transport issues associated with dredging were not included in the TMDL 
analysis. 
 

 The TMDL document is silent on the anticipated efficacy and the limitations of dredging. 
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723 East Green Street, Pasadena, CA  91101   Tel: 626-744-1766   Fax: 626-744-1734 

 
 
January 23, 2012  
 
Mr. Samuel Unger, P.E. 
Executive Officer 
California Regional Water Quality Control Board 
Los Angeles Region 
320 W. 4th Street, Suite 200 
Los Angeles, CA 90013 
 
via e-mail:  sunger@waterboards.ca.gov  
 
 Subject:  TMDL and Sediment “Carry Through” 
 
Dear Mr. Unger:  
 
This letter follows up on comments made by Los Angeles Regional Water Quality Control Board 
(RWQCB) staff at the recent stakeholder meeting on January 9, 2012 regarding the proposed Total 
Maximum Daily Load for Toxic Pollutants in Dominguez Channel and Greater Los Angeles and Long 
Beach Harbor Waters (TMDL) in which I participated by telephone.  In that meeting, staff, and 
specifically Dr. L.B. Nye, stated that “a lot of the sediment does carry through the Harbors,” and is not 
deposited in the Harbors. 
 
The purpose of this letter is to express my agreement with Dr. Nye’s statement that sediment carries 
through the Harbors and comment upon the fact that the TMDL load allocations do not take into 
account the mass of sediment that passes out of the Harbors during major stormwater runoff events.  
This appears to be acknowledged in the Regional Board’s Response to Comment 26.3a (iv), which 
states: 
 

“In addition, the allocations are written for the sediment depositing in 
the Harbor waterbodies, so pollutants and sediment that pass through 
the system are not included in the calculations.” 

 
This statement was confirmed by Dr. Nye at the January 9, 2012 meeting where she said, “Yes, 
sediment goes out to the ocean.  Allocations are based on what deposits.  That’s the part we care about 
because that’s the part that can affect fish.” 
 
Since there are in fact demonstrably large fluxes of sediment out of the Harbors, the net result is that 
the TMDL allocations for sediment-borne compounds are very much lower than would be the case had 
the flux of sediments out of the Harbors been included in the allocation computations.  This arises 
because the TMDL load allocations are based upon the difference between two separate analyses of the 
average concentration of the bed sediments over a four year modeling period for which, in one case, 
loads are imposed and, in the other case, no contaminant load is included in depositing sediment. The 
problem is well illustrated by consideration of the PAH load allocations for the Consolidated Slip.  In 
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one four year modeling run with load imposed the average sediment concentration of PAH is 
computed to be 32,373 micrograms per kilogram (μg/kg) of dry sediment; with no PAH loads imposed 
the average concentration in the sediments over the four year period is computed to be 32,240 µg/kg, 
or an increase of 133 μg/kg (0.41%) that is ascribed to the added load (see Table 5, page 70, Appendix 
III-Supplemental Technical Information).  (Note that in both cases the modeled sediment concentration 
actually declines from about73,512 μg/kg to approximately 12,000 µg/kg over the four year period, as 
shown in Figures 8 and 9, page 71, Appendix III).   Based on this very slight increase in the average 
sediment concentration between the two four-year modeling periods, the PAH stormwater allocation 
for the PAH TMDL (1.43 kg/yr) is computed to be 0.0041x1.43= 0.0059 kg/yr (see Table 6-10, Staff 
Report).   The paradoxical result of the calculation is that had the difference between the two model 
runs been 40%, i.e., more sediment deposited, the stormwater allocation would have been 100 times 
higher.  In other words, because the modeling indicates that most of the PAH in the stormwater is 
actually passing through the Harbors and not impacting the sediments the waste load allocations are 
very much smaller; i.e., the greater the flux through the Harbors the smaller the load allocation.  
 
Sediment flocculation and deposition occur to some degree within the Harbors, as is recognized in the 
modeling but, as shown above, basing TMDL allocations solely on that portion of the mass that 
deposits is completely inappropriate.  NPDES dischargers and nonpoint sources can release compound 
masses equal to the sum of the local deposition plus carry through and still satisfy water quality 
standards.  The allocations should include the entire compound mass that can enter the water bodies 
and still result in attainment.  That mass most certainly includes the compound that carries through the 
system without, as the RWQCB acknowledges, harming the subject water bodies.   
 
According to Dr. Susan Paulsen, the RWQCB’s own modeling indicated that up to 65% of the 
sediment that enters the Harbors does not deposit there, but passes through them.  See: Comments of 
Dr. Susan Paulsen, Flow Science, on behalf of Signal Hill at 3.1  Because the RWQCB’s model was 
neither calibrated nor verified, actual sediment pass-through might be substantially different than 65%.  
But the TMDL calculation actually uses the modeled sediment deposition, so the RWQCB ought to 
acknowledge that its own best calculation shows that a substantial majority of sediment entering the 
Harbors may never deposit there.  For particular compounds such as DDT, the RWQCB’s own 
modeling, per Dr. Paulsen, shows up to 97% pass through.  Id.      
 
The substantial transport of sediment through estuaries and into the coastal ocean in Southern 
California is well documented in the scientific literature.  Many studies show how fresh stormwater 
outflow laden with sediment floats on the surface of the ocean and extends many miles offshore.  I 
have attached the following three articles for your consideration: 
 

1.  Hickey, Barbara M. “River discharge plumes in the Santa Barbara Channel”, p. 65, 5th 
California Islands Symposium (Physical Oceanography) 1999.2   

                                                 
1 Available at: 
http://www.waterboards.ca.gov/losangeles/board_decisions/basin_plan_amendments/technical_documents/66_New/11_030
3/40%20Flow%20Science%2001.pdf 
2  Available at 
http://science.nature.nps.gov/im/units/medn/symposia/5th%20California%20Islands%20Symposium%20(1999)/Physical%
20Oceanography/Hickey_River_Discharge_plumes_SB_Channel.pdf  
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2. Ahn et al., “Coastal Water Quality Impact of Stormwater Runoff from an Urban Watershed 
in Southern California”, Environ. Sci. Technol., 2005, 39 (16), pp 5940–5953.3 
 
3. Warrick et al., “River plume patterns and dynamics within the Southern California Bight”, 
USC Sea Grant Publication AR07 USC, pages 215-236.4 

 
These scientific papers provide a description of the scope and mechanisms for stormwater transport of 
sediment to the coastal ocean in Southern California that are typical of all stormwater discharges in the 
area. 
 
I would like to highlight the five attached figures that I have extracted from the above-cited articles.  
All of these figures provide visual evidence of the significant transport of solids through the system, or 
the “carry through.” The first two of these figures show satellite images of the Southern California 
coastline, including the San Pedro Harbor area, and the extent of sediment plumes that emanate from 
the coastline following certain storm events.  The next three figures are based on actual measurements 
of the turbidity (a measure of suspended solids, including sediments, in water) of the sea water off of 
the coast of Southern California and demonstrate that sediments are present in the offshore waters 
following stormwater runoff.    
 
Attachment A is a reproduction of Figure 3 from a study of plumes in the Southern California Bight 
by Professor Barbara Hickey of the University of Washington that was presented at the 5th California 
Islands Symposium (1999).  It shows satellite images of sea surface turbidity for the Southern 
California Bight for downwelling conditions (onshore winds, February 24, 1998; upper panel) and 
upwelling conditions (offshore winds, February 26, 1998; lower panel) following high surface water 
runoff.  Sea surface turbidity offshore of all the river estuaries is clearly visible in these satellite-
derived images, including San Pedro Bay in the bottom right of the images. 
 
Attachment B is a reproduction of Figure 3B from a paper in the journal Environmental Science and 
Technology by Ahn et al.  (Environ. Sci. Technol., 2005, 39 (16), pp 5940–5953) showing Aqua true 
color satellite imagery of stormwater runoff plumes along the San Pedro Shelf, California, with 
nominal spatial resolution of 250 m.  The sea surface plume of turbidity emanating from LA Harbor is 
clearly evident following a large precipitation event (51 mm) on February 25-26, 2004.  The visible 
plume of high turbidity water with an apparent origin at the LA and Long Beach Harbors stretches 
more than halfway to Catalina Island. 
 
The vertical structure of these plumes is made evident in the work done by Warrick et al in their 
studies of river plumes in Southern California (Reference 3 above).  In these studies, salinity and light 
transmission referred to as beam-c (a measure of turbidity) were measured at the sea surface and at 

                                                 
3   Available at http://pubs.acs.org/doi/abs/10.1021/es0501464  
 
4   Available at http://www.usc.edu/org/seagrant/Publications/PDFs/AR07_215_236.pdf  
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depth.  Because they involved actual measurements on site, these studies cannot provide the synoptic 
picture visible in satellite images, but they do provide details not possible in the satellite images.  
 
Attachment C is a reproduction of Figure 6 from the Warrick publication and it describes the results 
of on-site studies of river plumes in the Southern California Bight. This figure shows surface patterns 
of salinity and beam-c following high stormwater discharges into LA Harbor on March 23, 2005. The 
upper image represents the salinity of the surface waters inside and well outside LA Harbor on the San 
Pedro Shelf.  The lower image is the beam-c distribution and areas of high turbidity can be seen to 
correspond to areas of low salinity. 
 
These figures show that river plumes spread on the surface of the ocean and carry sediment with them 
and, in particular, that this certainly occurs for the stormwater flows out of LA and Long Beach 
Harbors.  The sediment gradually flocculates as the double layer surface charge on the sediment 
particles is compacted in the ion rich seawater, which allows the particles to coagulate and form 
settlable particles.  Sediment deposition is therefore dependent on the mixing of the freshwater and 
seawater, but this mixing is strongly inhibited by the density difference between the freshwater and 
seawater.  The studies by Warrick et al. provide further evidence of these mechanisms.   
 
Attachment D, a reproduction of Figure 4 from the Warrick et al. publication, shows a three-
dimensional representation of the vertical and horizontal salinity and turbidity patterns in Santa 
Monica Bay following a flood discharge from Ballona Creek.   It can be seen that the low salinity and 
high turbidity patterns are very similar and are located in a surface layer that has spread over the ocean 
waters.   
 
The sharpness of the vertical gradient between the fresh upper layer and lower saline layer (the 
pycnocline) is made evident in Attachment E, which is a reproduction of Figure 4 from the Warrick et 
al. publication.  The figure shows measured vertical profiles of salinity and turbidity occurring 4 km 
offshore from the Tijuana River.  It can be seen that the vertical mixing is strongly inhibited by the 
density gradient.  The distributions of high turbidity and low salinity are very similar.  Note that this 
figure also shows a layer of high turbidity water near the sea floor, which is typical of ocean waters 
where the turbulence stirs the bottom sediments.  While these figures show the regionally relevant 
Ballona Creek and the Tijuana River, it can be expected that similar processes will occur with the 
stormwater discharges from the Dominguez Channel and Los Angeles and San Gabriel River estuaries 
and their outflow from the Harbors, as shown in Attachments B and C. 
 
In summary, satellite images and sea surface observations show that massive fluxes of sediment are 
carried through Southern California river estuaries and into the open ocean by stormwater runoff.  
Ocean studies confirm that these surface sediment plumes are slowly mixed with the ocean waters 
beneath them.  As a result, there is flocculation and deposition of the sediment over a sustained period 
after stormwater is released to the ocean.    As demonstrated by the referenced studies, and as reflected 
in the RWQCB’s own modeling (upon which the RWQCB relies for other purposes), much of the 
sediment that enters the Harbor system is transported through the system and eventually settles on the 
outer continental shelf, or is carried even further away.  
 
Because the TMDL calculations ignore these sediment fluxes, the sediment “carry through,” (to use 
Dr. Nye’s words), the allocations in the TMDL are set at values that may be orders of magnitude too 
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stringent.  The TMDLs and allocations in the TMDL properly should be based on calculations of the 
assimilative capacity of the system that includes consideration of sediment, and associated compound 
mass, that passes out of the Los Angeles and Long Beach Harbors.   
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
E. John List, Ph.D., P.E. 
Principal Consultant 
 
Attachments 
 
cc: Charlie Hoppin, Chair, State Water Resources Control Board 
 Frances Spivy-Weber, Vice Chair, State Water Resources Control Board 
 Tam Doduc, Member, State Water Resources Control Board 
 Thomas Howard, Executive Director, State Water Resources Control Board 
 Dr. Peter Kozelka, United States Environmental Protection Agency, Region 9  
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ABSTRACT

Satellite-derived images of ocean sea surface turbid-
ity and in situ measurements of ocean salinity demonstrate
that large areas of the coastal zone in southern California
(as much as 8,000 km) can be impacted by discharge from
coastal rivers. Such river plumes carry both dissolved and
suspended material from California watersheds into the
coastal ocean. River plumes can also substantially affect
coastal current patterns, particularly in the upper ~5 m of
the water column. Typical plumes from the Santa Clara River
region, for example, cover a surface area of about 500 km2

extending up to 50 km into the Santa Barbara Channel un-
der northward regional wind conditions or 70 km southeast
into the Santa Monica Basin under southward regional wind
conditions. Individual plumes persist for about two to five
days. Southward and offshore surface flows during up-
welling-favorable wind conditions tend to spread plumes
offshore of the river mouth. For example, the plume from
the Santa Clara and Ventura rivers in the eastern Santa Bar-
bara Channel frequently reaches the eastern Channel Islands
during the strong upwelling events that generally follow
major storms. Similarly, in high discharge years, the west-
ern Channel Islands are impacted by river discharge plumes
that originate north of Point Conception.

INTRODUCTION

River plumes provide a primary mechanism by which
material from coastal watersheds and storm runoff is dis-
tributed through the coastal zone. The presence of a river
plume in a coastal region can also significantly change re-
gional flow patterns, particularly in the upper ~5 m of the
water column. Previous studies in the Southern California
Bight have not addressed the structure and temporal vari-
ability of such features: river plumes occur only during ma-
jor storms when measurements are difficult to obtain; and
they occupy the shallowest portion of the coastal ocean,
which is difficult to sample. This paper describes the spatial
structure and temporal variability of river plumes that im-
pact the Santa Barbara Channel. A complete discussion of
this topic for the entire Southern California Bight is given in
Hickey and Kachel (1999).

Significant progress has been made recently in under-
standing circulation in the Santa Barbara Channel
(Hendershott and Winant 1996; Harms and Winant 1998).

The large scale circulation patterns described by these stud-
ies are a result of wind, wind curl and pressure gradients
along the coast. In the upper 5 m of the water column, direct
wind forcing (frictional currents) is also important.

River plumes, when they occur, contribute additional
complexity to the resulting circulation patterns. When coastal
rivers discharge into the coastal ocean, they form a buoyant
plume governed by nonlinear dynamics. In the northern hemi-
sphere, and in the absence of ambient currents, such plumes
bend toward the right on entering the ocean (e.g., model
results in Chao 1988; Kourafalou et al. 1996 ). The region
in which the plume turns is highly nonlinear. Farther down-
stream, the plume reattaches to the coast to form a (linear)
coastal current that hugs the coastline. In the presence of
ambient currents, the plume may bend to the left after it leaves
the river mouth (e.g., the Columbia River plume in sum-
mer); or it may remain adjacent to the coast if the prevailing
coastal flow is northward. River plumes are particularly sen-
sitive to changes in local wind conditions, which directly
affect flow in the surface Ekman layer (e.g., model results in
Chao 1988; Kourafalou et al. 1996). This sensitivity has been
demonstrated in the Columbia plume, which moves onshore
or offshore as the wind changes direction from northward to
southward on scales of two to three days (Hickey et al. 1998).
The response time of the Columbia plume to such changes
is less than six hours (Hickey et al. 1998). The spatial struc-
ture of surface currents during large storms, when plumes
occur, is of particular consequence during oil spills and other
marine emergencies.

During winter and spring seasons when the principal
river discharge events occur, winds with a northward com-
ponent are generally associated with storms, increased rain-
fall and northwestward to westward surface flow in the Santa
Barbara Channel (“upcoast” flow) adjacent to the coast.
Winds with a southward component during those seasons
are generally associated with good weather, upwelling of
cold water adjacent to the coast, and eastward to southeast-
ward (“downcoast” flow) surface currents near the coast
(Hickey 1992; Harms and Winant 1998).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Time series of daily mean river discharge as well as
suspended sediment yield for selected rivers were obtained
from the United States Geological Survey (USGS).

RIVER DISCHARGE PLUMES IN THE SANTA BARBARA CHANNEL

Barbara M. Hickey

School of Oceanography, University of Washington, Box 357940, Seattle, WA 98195
(206) 543-4737, FAX (206) 616-9289, E-mail: bhickey@u.washington.edu
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Discharge data from 1998 were provided by the United Water
Conservation District.

Wind data at a centrally located buoy (National Data
Buoy Center Buoy 46025) were obtained from the “Data
Zoo” maintained by Scripps Institution of Oceanography
(SIO). Buoy location is shown in Figure 1. Comparison with
wind data at other sites (Hickey 1992) as well as analysis of
wind patterns within the Bight (Winant and Dorman 1997)
show that winds from this site are sufficient to provide a
general indication of environmental conditions in the
nearshore Southern California Bight.

Satellite images of sea surface temperature, visible
imagery, and surface albedo were obtained for selected dates
from Ocean Imaging, Inc. Data have a nominal spatial reso-
lution of 1 km. A combination of the first two satellite chan-
nels (detecting red and near infrared light, respectively) was
used by Ocean Imaging, Inc. to construct a measure of sea
surface turbidity using the algorithm of Stumpf and Pennock
(1989).

RESULTS

Three major rivers (the Santa Clara and Ventura, the
Santa Maria, and the Santa Ynez) have discharge plumes
that can affect the Santa Barbara Channel (Figure 1). These
discharge plumes are easily identified in satellite-derived
images of sea surface turbidity (Hickey and Kachel 1999).

The plume from the Santa Clara and Ventura rivers dis-
charges into the channel near its eastern end. Roughly one-
third of the plume volume originates from the Ventura River;
the remaining two-thirds originates from the Santa Clara
River (Hickey and Kachel 1999). The plume from the Santa
Maria and Santa Ynez rivers enters the channel from its
western end during periods of strong coastal upwelling.

River discharge data demonstrate that major floods
from rivers in Southern California occur every few years
(30% of the years since 1943) primarily during El Niño con-
ditions (Hickey and Kachel 1999). During flood years, peri-
ods of high discharge generally occur for two to ten days on
several occasions between January and April. During each
storm, river discharge begins abruptly and tapers off over
several days (Figure 2). Most rivers flood at roughly the
same time. During the strongest El Niños, discharge can re-
main high for several weeks (Hickey and Kachel 1999). Be-
tween flood years, and during summer and fall in all years,
southern California rivers are essentially dry.

During flood years, millions of tons of material can
be delivered to the Southern California Bight in a very short
period of time (one to two days), exceeding the mean an-
nual output of the largest river on the U.S. west coast (the
Columbia) (Figure 2 for 1993; see Hickey and Kachel (1999)
for additional years. This material is derived from the river
drainage basin, including agricultural lands, storm sewers,
etc. Pollutants such as pesticides (e.g., DDT), PCB, and oil

Figure 1. Location of gauged rivers in the Southern California Bight relative to coastline orientation and bottom topography. A
schematic circulation pattern for large scale flow in the Bight near the sea surface is superimposed on the topography (from Hickey
1992).
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are transferred from their point of origin or temporary stor-
age to coastal marshes or to the ocean.

The plume from the Santa Clara and Ventura rivers
has two dominant orientations: upcoast tending or downcoast
tending. Upcoast plumes are generally associated with the

Figure 2. North–south component of wind and river discharge (upper panel) and wind and sediment yield (lower panel) during periods
when satellite data were collected. Time is given in Pacific Standard Time. Dates of satellite images are shown as symbols along the x-
axis. In general, southward wind is indicative of upwelling conditions and northward wind is indicative of downwelling conditions.

occurrence of upcoast winds, hence downwelling and on-
shore flow that tends to keep plumes confined to the coast
(Figure 3, upper panel). Downcoast plumes are generally
associated with downcoast winds, hence upwelling and
offshore flow that tends to spread plumes off the coast and
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to the south or southeast (Figure 3, lower panel). For both
types of plumes, spatial structure is much less variable than
the environmental conditions or recent and ongoing river
discharge rate (Hickey and Kachel  1999). This suggests
some limitation to growth of turbid plumes. In the images
collected (winter to spring 1991, 1993, 1995, 1998), turbid
plumes from the Santa Clara and Ventura rivers extended a
maximum distance of about 60 km westward into the Santa
Barbara Channel or 110 km southeast into the Santa Monica
Basin (Hickey and Kachel 1999). Downcoast tending plumes
are typically almost twice as long and more than twice as
wide as the upcoast plumes, likely a result of enhancement
of wind-driven flow as the Ekman layer is compressed by
plume stratification. Thus, upwelling conditions are very ef-
fective at spreading fine-grained material away from river
mouths. For example, the plume from the Santa Clara and
Ventura rivers can envelop Anacapa Island during upwelling
conditions following major floods.

Each major storm in southern California is generally
followed by a strong upwelling event. During these upwelling
events, turbid material from flooding rivers north of Point
Conception (principally the Santa Maria and the Santa Ynez)
enter the Bight from the west where they frequently envelop
the western Channel Islands (Figure 3, lower panel). The
intrusion of turbid water from north of Point Conception
into the Santa Barbara Channel is consistent with silt con-
tent in surface sediments (Thornton 1984) as well as light
transmission surveys (Drake 1972). Thus, upwelling events
following major floods may be more efficient than actual
storm conditions at moving finer grained particles away from
river mouths along the coast and out to the Channel Islands.

 The volume of freshwater discharged into the ocean
during a typical five-day flood in the Santa Barbara Chan-
nel would occupy a 2 m high column of water over an area
of about 10 to 100 km2. The volume impacted by the dis-
charge can be many times greater than the initial discharge
volume. Lower salinity areas at the sea surface as great as
8,000 km2 have been observed off the southern California
coast during periods of highest discharge (Hickey and Kachel
1999). On one occasion, fresher water in the Santa Clara
River region occupied an area of about 2,000 km2. More
typical low salinity areas in the Santa Clara region covered
a surface area of about 500 km2. Areas covered by turbid
plumes from the Santa Clara River ranged from 100 to 1,500
km2, although an area of about 3,000 km2 was covered by
the plume during strong upwelling following closest in time
to a very high discharge event. Depth strata in which salin-
ity is clearly influenced by river discharge range from the
sea surface to 10 or 20 m from the surface (Hickey and
Kachel 1999).

DISCUSSION

This paper uses satellite-derived images of sea sur-
face turbidity to provide information on the spatial structure
and temporal variability of river plumes in and near the Santa
Barbara Channel. Such information is important for

Figure 3. Satellite images of sea surface turbidity for the
Southern California Bight for downwelling conditions
(February 24, 1998; upper panel) and upwelling conditions
(February 26, 1998; lower panel). Discharge from the Santa
Clara River on the image dates and the value and date of any
recent discharge maximum (subtract the number of days given
from the image date) are listed. Turbidity scales are relative
only.

providing an accurate picture of surface currents during
storms on the California coast as well as for understanding
how material in coastal watersheds is distributed to offshore
coastal regions.

Results demonstrate that river plumes can readily dis-
tribute this material throughout a large portion of the coastal
zone. During a particular flood, large particles may be de-
posited in the vicinity of the river mouth. Finer particles can
be carried tens and hundreds of kilometers from the river
mouth. Some of the fine material may form aggregates and
settle more rapidly. While the particles are in the upper wa-
ter column interactions with the biota can occur: particles
may be consumed by marine animals and utilized by plants.
These in turn are ingested so that any pollutants move up
the food chain to birds and mammals. Marine birds, in par-
ticular, are often found at density fronts near the edges of
river plumes because water convergence at the front increases
food density.
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Because sediment falls from the water column, the
depth and area influenced by river turbidity may differ from
that of water properties. Area influenced at the sea surface
is likely smaller for turbidity than for salinity. However, tur-
bidity could affect a larger area in the water column than
salinity at deeper depths and the area influenced might be
expected to increase with depth. Areas covered by turbid
plumes shown in the majority of available satellite images
may underestimate areas that would be covered at peak flood.
On the other hand, fallout of particulates from the plume, as
well as processes such as flocculation, which accelerate fall-
out rates (Baker and Hickey 1986), appears to limit the size
of turbid plumes.

The greatest impact on the Channel Islands likely oc-
curs during coastal upwelling, which spreads river discharge
plumes from the eastern channel offshore toward Anacapa
Island, and spreads discharge plumes from north of Point
Conception into the western channel entrance where they
encounter the western Channel Islands. Upwelling condi-
tions cause plumes to thin and spread out so that the total
surface area is many times that observed during the actual
storms responsible for the rainfall that caused  the river
plumes.

Impacts on flow fields cannot be ascertained from sat-
ellite imagery. However, results from other studies (e.g.,
Hickey et al. 1998) and model results (e.g., Kourafolou et
al. 1996) suggest that effects in the upper 10 m of the water
column are significant. Current speeds of 10 to 20 cm s-1

above ambient flow would not be unreasonable. Moreover,
current direction in the vicinity of the plume would likely be
altered: for example, currents in the upper 5 to 10 m of the
water column a few kilometers from a river mouth would
tend to parallel density contours and be concentrated along
density fronts. Hence, particularly during strong upwelling,
current patterns in the upper water column might differ sig-
nificantly from those observed in the absence of river plumes.
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Coastal Water Quality Impact of
Stormwater Runoff from an Urban
Watershed in Southern California
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Henry Samueli School of Engineering, University of
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California 91109, Southern California Coastal Water Research
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Environmental Health, Science, and Policy, School of Social
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Field studies were conducted to assess the coastal water
quality impact of stormwater runoff from the Santa Ana
River, which drains a large urban watershed located in
southern California. Stormwater runoff from the river leads
to very poor surf zone water quality, with fecal indicator
bacteria concentrations exceeding California ocean bathing
water standards by up to 500%. However, cross-shore
currents (e.g., rip cells) dilute contaminated surf zone water
with cleaner water from offshore, such that surf zone
contamination is generally confined to <5 km around the
river outlet. Offshore of the surf zone, stormwater runoff
ejected from the mouth of the river spreads out over a very
large area, in some cases exceeding 100 km2 on the
basis of satellite observations. Fecal indicator bacteria
concentrations in these large stormwater plumes generally
do not exceed California ocean bathing water standards,
even in cases where offshore samples test positive for human
pathogenic viruses (human adenoviruses and enteroviruses)
and fecal indicator viruses (F+ coliphage). Multiple
lines of evidence indicate that bacteria and viruses in the
offshore stormwater plumes are either associated with
relatively small particles (<53 µm) or not particle-associated.
Collectively, these results demonstrate that stormwater
runoff from the Santa Ana River negatively impacts coastal
water quality, both in the surf zone and offshore. However,
the extent of this impact, and its human health significance,
is influenced by numerous factors, including prevailing ocean
currents, within-plume processing of particles and
pathogens, and the timing, magnitude, and nature of
runoff discharged from river outlets over the course of a
storm.

Introduction
Oceans adjacent to large urban areas, or “urban oceans”, are
the final repositories of pollutants from a myriad of point
and nonpoint sources of human waste (1). Pollutants are
transported to the urban ocean by surface water runoff
(1-4), discharge of treated sewage through submarine outfalls
(5), wet and dry deposition of airborne pollutants (6), and
submarine discharge of contaminated groundwater (7). Until
recently, effluent from sewage treatment plants was often
the primary source of urban coastal pollution, including
nutrients, pathogens, pesticides, and heavy metals (8).
However, pollutant loading from many sewage treatment
plants has declined over the past several decades because of
improvements in civil infrastructure (e.g., separation of the
storm and sanitary sewer systems to prevent combined sewer
overflows), pollutant source control, and disposal/treatment
technology (9). As a result, surface water runoff, in many
cases, has supplanted sewage treatment plants as the primary
source of pollutant loading to the urban ocean (3, 10).

The focus of this study is the coastal water quality impact
of surface water runoff during storms, or “stormwater runoff”,
from an urban watershed in southern California. The study
was motivated by several considerations. First, beneficial use
designations for the coastal ocean in southern California
apply year-round and, consequently, watershed managers
are legally required to develop stormwater management plans
for reducing wet-weather impairments of the coastal ocean
(11). The impact of stormwater runoff on coastal water quality
is of particular concern in arid regions such as southern
California because, on an annual basis, a large percentage
(>99.9% according to Reeves et al. (2) and >95% according
to Schiff et al. (10)) of the surface water runoff and associated
pollution flows into the ocean during a few storms in the
winter. Second, while recreational use of the coastal ocean
in southern California is lighter in the winter, compared to
the summer, winter ocean recreation is still very common,
particularly among surfers who surf the large waves that often
accompany storm events (R. Wilson, personal communica-
tion). Third, to the extent that particles in stormwater runoff
are associated with pathogens and other contaminants, their
discharge to the ocean during storms may serve as a source
of near-shore pollution that persists long after the storm
season is over (10, 12). Finally, in many urban watersheds
in southern California and elsewhere, the flow of stormwater
runoff is highly regulated by civil infrastructure (e.g., dams)
designed to minimize flood potential and maximize water
reclamation. As will be demonstrated later in this paper, the
regulated nature of stormwater runoff implies that the ocean
discharge of stormwater runoff from urban watersheds can
occur days after the cessation of rain, when the potential for
human exposure to pathogens by marine recreational contact
is significant.

This paper describes how stormwater runoff from several
major rivers in southern California, with particular focus on
the Santa Ana River in Orange County, impacts coastal water
quality, as measured by turbidity, particle size spectra, total
organic carbon, fecal indicator bacteria, fecal indicator
viruses, and human pathogenic viruses. The present study
is unique in the combination of data resources utilized,
including data and information from routine surf zone water
quality and wave field monitoring programs, an automated
in-situ ocean observing sensor, shipboard sampling cruises,
and satellite sensors. Further, this is the first wet weather
study to examine the linkage between water quality in the
surf zone, where routine monitoring samples are collected
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‡ California Institute of Technology.
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and most human exposure occurs, and water quality offshore
of the surf zone. The work described in this study was carried
out in parallel with a watershed-focused study that examined
the spatial variability of fecal indicators, and the relationship
between suspended particle size and fecal indicators, in storm
runoff from the Santa Ana River watershed (13). Background
information is available elsewhere on coastal water quality
impairment at our Orange County field site (2, 14-18) and
the transport and mixing dynamics of sediment plumes as
they flow into the coastal ocean from river outlets in southern
California (4, 19, 20).

Materials and Methods
Rainfall and River Discharge. Weather information and Next
Generation Radar (NEXRAD) images for planning the field
studies and interpreting rainfall patterns were obtained on-
line from the National Weather Service (http://www.

nwsla.noaa.gov/). Precipitation and stream discharge data
were obtained at two sites, one located where the Santa Ana
River crosses 5th Street in the City of Santa Ana and another
located where the San Gabriel River crosses Spring Street in
the City of Long Beach (black squares in inset, Figure 1).
These data were obtained, respectively, from the U.S. Army
Corps of Engineers and the Los Angeles County Department
of Public Works. Both of these gauge sites are located relatively
close (within 11 km) to the rivers’ respective ocean outlets,
and hence streamflow measured at these sites will likely make
its way to the ocean.

Surf Zone Measurements: NEOCO Data. Time series of
water temperature, conductivity, chlorophyll, and water
depth were obtained from an instrument package deployed
at the end of the Newport Pier, where the local water depth
is between 6.5 and 9 m (blue star in Figure 1). This instrument
package is part of a recently deployed network of coastal

FIGURE 1. Map showing location of field site and sampling sites in the surf zone and offshore. Also shown are the locations of the NEOCO
sensor on the end of the Newport Pier and the rain and stream gauges located on the Santa Ana River and the San Gabriel River.
Abbreviations are Los Angeles River (LAR), San Gabriel River (SGR), Santa Ana River (SAR), Orange County Sanitary District (OCSD), and
University of California, Irvine (UCI).
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sensors in southern California called the Network for
Environmental Observations of the Coastal Ocean (NEOCO).
The NEOCO sensor package contains an SBE-16plus CTD
(Sea-Bird Electronics, Inc., Bellevue, WA) and a Seapoint
Chlorophyll Fluorometer (Seapoint Sensors, Inc.). These
instruments are mounted on a pier piling at a depth of
approximately 1 m (below mean lower low water) and are
programmed to acquire data at a sampling frequency of 0.25
min-1.

Surf Zone Measurements: Fecal Indicator Bacteria and
Breaking Waves. The concentration of fecal indicator bacteria
in the surf zone was measured at 17 stations (black circles
along shoreline in Figure 1) by personnel at the Orange
County Sanitation District (OCSD). The stations are desig-
nated by OCSD according to their distance (in thousands of
feet) north or south of the Santa Ana River outlet (e.g., station
15N is located approximately 15 000 ft, approximately 5 km,
north of the Santa Ana River outlet). Water samples were
collected 5 days per week (not on Friday and Sunday) from
5:30 to 10:00 local time at ankle depth on an incoming wave,
placed on ice in the dark, and returned to the OCSD (Fountain
Valley, CA) where they were analyzed within 6 h of collection
for total coliform (TC), fecal coliform (FC), and enterococci
bacteria (ENT) using standard methods 9221B and 9221E
and EPA method 1600, respectively. Results are reported in
units of colony forming units per 100 mL of sample (CFU/
100 mL). Wave conditions, including both the direction and
height of breaking waves, were recorded by lifeguards at the
Newport Beach pier (near surf zone station 15S, Figure 1)
twice per day, once at 7:00 and again at 14:00 local time.

Offshore Measurements: Satellite Ocean Color Imagery.
The satellite images used in this study were collected by
NASA’s Moderate-Resolution Imaging Spectroradiometer
(MODIS) instruments. These instruments operate onboard
two near-polar sun-synchronous satellite platforms orbiting
at 705 km altitude: Terra (since February 24, 2000) and Aqua
(since June 24, 2002). Terra passes across the equator from
north to south at ∼10:30 local time, while Aqua passes the
equator south to north at ∼13:30 local time. As such, all the
images were acquired within 2 h before or after local noon
or between 18:00 and 22:00 UTC. The MODIS sensors collect
data in 36 spectral bands, from 400 to 14 000 nm. We utilized
bands 1 (250-m spatial resolution, 620-670 nm), 3, and 4
(500-m resolution, 459-479 and 545-565 nm, respectively)
to produce “true color” (i.e., RGB) images, with band 1 used
for the red channel, band 4 for the green channel, and band
3 for the blue channel. Using a MATLAB program, the 500-m
green (band 4) and blue (band 3) monochrome channels
were “sharpened” to 250-m resolution using fine details from
the higher resolution red channel (band 1). Then, the contrast
of each of these monochrome channels was increased to
emphasize maximum details in the coastal ocean region of
interest. Finally, all three monochrome channels (i.e., red,
green, and blue) were combined to form a single true color
image. In all, 16 satellite images from February 23 to March
5 were acquired and processed for this study; four of them
were selected as most illustrative, on the basis of their quality
and observed features. The timing of these satellite acquisi-
tions relative to the storms and sampling periods is indicated
at the top of Figure 2.

Offshore Measurements: Sampling Cruises. The offshore
monitoring grid (red triangles in Figure 1) was sampled during
three separate cruises on February 23, February 28, and March
1, 2004, coinciding with a sequence of storm events in late
February 2004. Table 1 provides a summary of activities
performed during each cruise. A short description of the
offshore sampling and analysis protocols is presented here;
details can be found in the Supporting Information for this
paper. All offshore water samples were analyzed for salinity
and fecal indicator bacteria, specifically, total coliform (TC),

Escherichia coli (EC, a subset of FC), and enterococci bacteria
(ENT), using the defined substrate tests known commercially
as Colilert-18 and Enterolert (IDEXX, Westbrook, ME)
implemented in a 97-well quantitray format; results are
reported in units of most probable number of bacteria per
100 mL of sample (MPN/100 mL). A subset of the offshore
water samples was analyzed for total organic carbon (TOC)
by U.S. EPA Method 415.1, fecal indicator viruses (F+

coliphage) by a two-step enrichment method (U.S. EPA
Method 1601), and human pathogenic viruses (human
adenovirus and human enterovirus) by real-time quantitative
polymerase chain reaction (Q-PCR), nested PCR, and reverse-
transcriptase (RT)-PCR using published protocols (21-25).
Details on the PCR protocols used here can be found in the
Supporting Information for this paper.

Coincident with the collection of the offshore water
samples, temperature, particle size spectra, and light trans-
missivity were measured using an LISST-100 (laser in situ
scattering and transmissometry) analyzer (Sequoia Scientific,
Inc., Bellevue, WA). The LISST-100 estimates the particle
volume per unit fluid volume (∆V) resident in 32 logarithmi-
cally spaced particle diameter bins ranging in size from dp

) 2.5 to 500 µm. At least 10 replicates of the particle size
spectra were collected at each offshore station. Following
the recommendation of Mikkelsen (26), ∆V was taken as the
median of all replicate measurements. The LISST-100 data
are presented in this paper in one of three ways: (1) particle
size spectra represented by plots of ∆V/∆log dp against log
dp, (2) the number of particles per unit fluid volume or total
number concentration (TNC), and (3) the number-averaged
particle size, dh. The last two parameters were computed from
the particle size spectra as follows (26, 27):

Results and Discussion
Rainfall and River Discharge. Over the period of study
(February 18 through March 3, 2004), four rain events were
recorded by the rain gauge on the Santa Ana River in the City
of Santa Ana (black curve, top panel, top axis, Figure 2). The
first event accumulated 16.0 mm of rain in the afternoon of
February 21 (RE1 in Figure 2), the second event accumulated
23.4 mm of rain in the afternoon of February 22 (RE2), the
third event accumulated 51.3 mm of rain in the evening of
February 25 (RE3), and the fourth event accumulated 6.8 mm
of rain in the evening of March 1 (RE4). The rain gauge located
on the San Gabriel River in the City of Long Beach did not
record RE2 but recorded a fifth rain event on February 18
(red curve, top panel, top axis, Figure 2). The difference in
rainfall recorded at the Santa Ana River and the San Gabriel
River sites is a consequence of the spatial variability of rainfall
near the coast (see Figures S1 and S2, Supporting Information,
for NEXRAD maps acquired during RE1 and RE2). Records of
stream discharge (in units of m3/s) at the Santa Ana River
and the San Gabriel River sites are also quite different (black
and red curves, top panel, bottom axis, Figure 2). While rainfall
and stream discharge are coupled at the San Gabriel River
site (i.e., stream discharge increases shortly after locally
recorded rain events, compare set of red curves in top panel,
Figure 2), rainfall and stream discharge are frequently
uncoupled at the Santa Ana River site. For example, the Santa
Ana River discharge events DE3 and DE4 do not obviously
correlate with records of local rainfall. Instead, these two
discharge events can be traced to stormwater runoff gener-
ated from inland regions of the Santa Ana River watershed

TNC ) ∑
i)1

32 6∆Vi

πdp,i
3

(1a)

dh ) x3
6
π
∑i)1

32 ∆Vi

TNC
(1b)
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that was released from inland dams after the cessation of
rain (13). For comparison, we have also included in the plot
hourly volume discharge records (unit of m3/s, blue curve,

top panel, Figure 2) of treated sewage discharged from the
Orange County Sanitation District (OCSD) sewage outfall
(courtesy of OCSD).

FIGURE 2. Time series measurements of rainfall, stream discharge at the Santa Ana River and San Gabriel River, and discharge of treated
sewage from the OCSD outfall (top panel); water level, salinity, temperature, and chlorophyll measured at the NEOCO sensor (second and
third panels); the direction and height of breaking waves at the Newport Beach Pier (fourth panel); and the concentration of fecal indicator
bacteria in the surf zone (color contour plots, fifth through seventh panels). Shown at the top of the figure is the timing of the satellite
images (blue lettering) and the offshore sampling cruises (black squares).
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Surf Zone Measurements: NEOCO Data. Water level,
salinity, temperature, and chlorophyll measurements at the
NEOCO sensor, located on the end of the Newport Pier at
the offshore edge of the surf zone, are presented in Figure
2 (second and third panels). The largest rain event (RE3) and
the largest discharge of stormwater runoff from the Santa
Ana River (DE4) occurred during a neap tide when the daily
tide range was small (see quarter moon and water level
measurements in the second panel, Figure 2). The other
rainfall and stream discharge events occurred during periods
of time when the daily tide range was larger, either during
the transition from spring to neap tide (RE1, RE2, DE1, DE2,
DE3) or during the transition from neap to spring tide (RE4,
DE5).

Salinity recorded at the NEOCO sensor is characterized
by a series of low salinity events, relative to ambient ocean
water salinity of 32.5-33.0 ppt (salinity events SE1-SE6, Figure
2). These low salinity events may be caused, at least in part,
by stormwater discharged from the Santa Ana River (e.g., SE6

appears to be related to DE4). However, correlating discharge
and the low salinity events is complicated by the fact that
once river water is discharged to the ocean, its offshore
transport is controlled by a complex set of near-shore currents
(28). These near-shore currents, and their impact on the
spatial distribution of stormwater runoff plumes, are explored
in the next several sections. Temperature and chlorophyll
records at the NEOCO sensor appear to be relatively
unaffected by rainfall or discharge from the Santa Ana River.
Surf zone temperature exhibits a diurnal pattern consistent
with solar heating (i.e., temperatures are higher during the
day and lower at night). Chlorophyll measurements indicate
a bloom event occurred early in the study period (bloom
event 1, BE1), but this bloom event mostly dissipated prior
to the rain and discharge events that occurred later. While
the chlorophyll fluorometer was being maintained during
this period, we cannot rule out the possibility that the
downward trend in the chlorophyll signal is related to
instrument fouling.

Surf Zone Measurements: Wave Data and Along-Shore
Currents. Wave conditions, including the direction and
height of breaking waves, were recorded twice per day by
lifeguards stationed at the Newport Pier (surf zone station
15S, Figure 1). These wave data, which are plotted in the
fourth panel of Figure 2, can be divided into five events,
depending on whether waves approach the beach from the
west (WE1, WE3, and WE5) or from the south to southwest
(WE2 and WE4). Because this particular stretch of shoreline
strikes northwest-southeast (see Figure 1), waves approach-
ing the beach from the west are likely to yield a down-coast
surf zone current (i.e., directed to the southeast). Likewise,
waves approaching the beach from the south are likely to
yield an up-coast surf zone current (i.e., directed to the
northwest) (28, 29).

This expectation is consistent with the salinity signal
measured at the NEOCO sensor, which is located ap-
proximately 5 km down-coast of the Santa Ana River ocean
outlet. The onset of low salinity event SE6 at the NEOCO
sensor coincides very closely in time with the change in wave
conditions from WE2 to WE3 and a likely change in the
direction of the surf zone current from up-coast to down-
coast (Figure 2). Discharge from the Santa Ana River was
particularly high during this period (discharge event DE4

overlaps wave events WE2 and WE3). Hence, the onset of SE6

was probably triggered by a change in the direction of wave-
driven surf zone currents from up-coast during WE2 to down-
coast during WE3 and a consequent down-coast transport of
stormwater runoff entrained in the surf zone from the Santa
Ana River during DE4.

Employing the same logic, low salinity events SE3-SE5,
which occurred during a period when waves were out of theTA

BL
E

1.
Su

m
m

ar
y

of
An

al
ys

es
Pe

rfo
rm

ed
du

rin
g

th
e

Sa
m

pl
in

g
Cr

ui
se

s

nu
m

be
r

of
of

fs
ho

re
si

te
s

sa
m

pl
ed

sa
m

pl
in

g
pa

ra
m

et
er

s
m

et
ho

ds
Fe

br
ua

ry
23

,2
00

4
Fe

br
ua

ry
28

,2
00

4
M

ar
ch

1,
20

04

co
n

d
u

ct
iv

it
ya

T
h

er
m

o
O

ri
o

n
16

2A
o

r
C

T
D

(S
B

E
-3

2)
20

21
21

te
m

p
er

at
u

re
b

th
er

m
o

co
u

p
le

w
/L

IS
S

T
-1

00
o

r
C

T
D

(S
B

E
-3

2)
20

21
21

to
ta

lc
o

lif
o

rm
, E

sc
he

ri
ch

ia
co

li,
en

te
ro

co
cc

u
sc

C
o

lil
er

t
an

d
E

n
te

ro
le

rt
(I

D
E

X
X

)
20

(+
2

se
ts

o
f

fr
ac

ti
o

n
at

ed
sa

m
p

le
s)

21
(+

6
se

ts
o

f
fr

ac
ti

o
n

at
ed

sa
m

p
le

s)
21

to
ta

lo
rg

an
ic

ca
rb

o
n

d
E

P
A

41
5.

1
17

(+
2

se
ts

o
f

fr
ac

ti
o

n
at

ed
sa

m
p

le
s)

h
u

m
an

ad
en

o
vi

ru
se

s
&

en
te

ro
vi

ru
se

s5
n

es
te

d
P

C
R

R
T

-P
C

R
2

6
fe

ca
li

n
d

ic
at

o
r

vi
ru

se
s

(F
+
co

lip
h

ag
e)

e
tw

o
-s

te
p

en
ri

ch
m

en
t

2
6

p
ar

ti
cl

e
si

ze
sp

ec
tr

a
LI

S
S

T
-1

00
(l

ig
h

t
d

if
fr

ac
ti

o
n

)
20

16
21

tr
an

sm
is

si
vi

ty
LI

S
S

T
-1

00
20

16
21

a
M

ea
su

re
d

u
si

n
g

a
T

h
er

m
o

O
ri

o
n

16
2A

co
n

d
u

ct
iv

it
y

m
et

er
o

n
Fe

b
ru

ar
y

23
an

d
a

C
T

D
in

st
ru

m
en

t(
S

B
E

-3
2)

o
n

Fe
b

ru
ar

y
28

an
d

M
ar

ch
1.

b
M

ea
su

re
d

u
si

n
g

a
th

er
m

o
co

u
p

le
b

u
n

d
le

d
w

it
h

an
LI

S
S

T
-1

00
o

n
Fe

b
ru

ar
y

23
an

d
a

C
T

D
in

st
ru

m
en

t
(S

B
E

-3
2)

o
n

Fe
b

ru
ar

y
28

an
d

M
ar

ch
1.

c
S

am
p

le
s

co
lle

ct
ed

b
y

U
C

Ia
n

d
an

al
yz

ed
b

y
O

C
S

D
o

n
Fe

b
ru

ar
y

23
an

d
co

lle
ct

ed
an

d
an

al
yz

ed
b

y
O

C
S

D
o

n
Fe

b
ru

ar
y

28
an

d
M

ar
ch

1.
Fr

ac
ti

o
n

at
ed

sa
m

p
le

s
co

lle
ct

ed
an

d
an

al
yz

ed
b

y
U

C
I

o
n

Fe
b

ru
ar

y
23

an
d

28
.

d
C

o
lle

ct
ed

b
y

U
C

I
an

d
an

al
yz

ed
b

y
D

el
M

ar
A

n
al

yt
ic

al
(I

rv
in

e,
C

A
).

e
C

ar
ri

ed
o

u
t

o
n

th
e

fr
ac

ti
o

n
at

ed
sa

m
p

le
s

an
d

m
ea

su
re

d
u

si
n

g
a

re
al

-t
im

e
P

C
R

fo
r

en
te

ro
vi

ru
s

an
d

a
n

es
te

d
P

C
R

fo
r

ad
en

o
vi

ru
s.

5944 9 ENVIRONMENTAL SCIENCE & TECHNOLOGY / VOL. 39, NO. 16, 2005



south to southwest, may have originated from stormwater
discharged by river outlets or embayment located down-
coast of the NEOCO sensor (e.g., the Newport Bay outlet).
Low salinity events SE1 and SE2, which occurred during a
period when waves were out of the west, may have originated
from stormwater discharged by outlets located up-coast of
the NEOCO sensor, although no significant discharge from
the Santa Ana River was recorded during this period of time.

Some of these low salinity events may have originated
from the cross-shore transport of lower salinity water from
offshore, perhaps from surface runoff plumes or submarine
wastewater fields associated with local sewage outfalls (16),
or from the submarine discharge of low salinity groundwater
(7). While the power-plant cooling water intake and outfall
appear to affect local circulation patterns offshore of
Huntington Beach (30), the power-plant effluent consists of
pure ocean water and therefore is very unlikely to be a source
of the low salinity events documented in Figure 2. It is
theoretically possible that the OCSD sewage outfall is a source
of SE1 and SE2, although there is nothing unusual about the
sewage discharge rates observed during these two periods
of time (compare SE1 and SE2 with the blue curve, top panel,
Figure 2).

Surf Zone Measurements: Fecal Indicator Bacteria. The
concentrations of the three fecal indicator bacteria groups
(TC, FC, and ENT) in the surf zone are presented as a set of
color contour plots in Figure 2 (bottom three panels). Fecal
indicator bacteria concentrations were log-transformed to
visualize the temporal and spatial variability associated with
these measurements. For comparison, the California single-
sample standards for the three fecal indicator bacteria (104

for TC, 102.602 for FC, and 102.017 for ENT, all CFU or MPN/100
mL) are indicated by a set of arrows on the scale bar in the
figure. The concentration of fecal indicator bacteria was
frequently elevated around the ocean outlet of the Santa Ana
River (near surf zone station 0), particularly during and after
rain events when stormwater was discharging from the river.
For example, during stormwater discharge events (DE3 and
DE4), water quality around the Santa Ana River outlet was
very poor (see water quality events TC2, FC2, and ENT2 in
Figure 2). During this period of time, fecal indicator bacteria
concentrations around the Santa Ana River outlet frequently
exceeded one or more state standards, in some cases by as
much as 300-500% (depending on the fecal indicator group).

The spatial distribution of fecal indicator bacteria in the
surf zone around the Santa Ana River outlet appears to be
controlled by local wave conditions, in a manner consistent
with the earlier discussion of wave-driven surf zone currents.
When waves approach the beach from the west and down-
coast currents are likely to prevail, the concentration of fecal
indicator bacteria in the surf zone is higher on the down-
coast side of the ocean outlet (compare WE1 with TC1, FC1,
ENT1 and WE3 with TC3, FC3, ENT3). Likewise, when waves
approach the beach from the south and up-coast currents
are likely to prevail, the concentration of fecal indicator
bacteria in the surf zone is higher on the up-coast side of the
ocean outlet (compare WE2 with TC2, FC2, ENT2). The
exception is a short period of time when relatively small waves
(wave height < 0.5 m) approach the beach from the southwest
and the concentration of fecal indicator bacteria is higher on
the down-coast side of the river (compare WE4 with TC4, FC4,
ENT4). This exception can be rationalized by noting that waves
out of the southwest break with their crests parallel to the
beach, and hence the direction of long-shore transport in
the surf zone is likely to be unpredictable under these
conditions. The apparent time delay between change in wave
direction (e.g., from WE1 to WE2) and change in the spatial
distribution of fecal indicator bacteria around the Santa Ana
River outlet (e.g., from TC1 to TC2) is, at least in part, a
sampling artifact. Wave height and direction were recorded

twice per day while fecal indicator bacteria concentrations
in the surf zone were sampled at most once per day (the gray
dots in the color contour plots indicate the timing of surf
samples at each station).

Stormwater runoff discharged from the Santa Ana River
appears to severely impact water quality in the surf zone
over a fairly limited stretch of the beach (<5 km either side
of the river between surf zone stations 15N and 15S). This
spatial confinement of stormwater plumes in the surf zone,
which is particularly evident for FC and ENT, could be the
result of physical transport processes (e.g., dilution by rip
cell mediated exchange of water between the surf zone and
offshore) or nonconservative processes (e.g., the removal of
fecal indicator bacteria from the surf zone by die-off or
sedimentation) (28, 29). An analysis of historical fecal
indicator bacteria measurements at Huntington Beach
concluded that the length of surf zone impacted by point
sources of fecal indicator bacteria, such as the Santa Ana
River, is influenced more by rip cell dilution and less by
nonconservative processes such as die-off (31). The decay
length scale reported here of 5 km is very close to the length
scale predicted by rip cell dilution alone (2-4 km, assuming
a rip cell spacing of 0.5 km) (31). Hence, die-off probably
plays a secondary role, compared to dilution, in limiting the
distance over which water quality is impaired in the surf
zone by stormwater runoff from the Santa Ana River.

Fecal indicator bacteria events also occur in the surf zone
at the northern (events TC6, TC7, ENT6, ENT7) and southern
(events TC5, FC5, and ENT5) edges of our study area. Possible
sources of these fecal indicator bacteria events include
stormwater discharged from the Huntington Harbor and
Newport Bay Harbor located at the extreme northern (5 km
up-coast of station 39N) and southern (stations 27S and 29S)
ends of the study site and, possibly, from river outlets located
outside of the study area (e.g., the Los Angeles River and San
Gabriel River, see inset in Figure 1). Boehm and co-workers
(32, 33) suggested that the OCSD sewage outfall might be a
source of fecal indicator bacteria in the surf zone at
Huntington Beach, particularly during dry weather summer
periods. However, compared to the Santa Ana River, the
sewage outfall probably had a negligible impact on surf zone
water quality at Huntington Beach and Newport Beach during
the storm events sampled in this study. This conclusion is
based on the following evidence. First, during our study
period, sewage effluent discharged by OCSD was chlorinated
and the fecal indicator bacteria concentrations in the final
effluent (mean of 6000, 400, and 100 MPN/100 mL for TC,
EC, and ENT, n ) 17, C. McGee, personal communication)
were significantly below the concentration of fecal indicator
bacteria measured in stormwater runoff from the Santa Ana
River (mean 17000, 5000, and 8000 MPN/100 mL for TC, EC,
and ENT, n ) 30, Surbeck et al. (13)). Second, the peak
discharge rate from the OCSD outfall (ca. 13 m3/s) is much
smaller than the peak discharge rate of stormwater runoff
from the Santa Ana River (ca. 300 m3/s) (compare blue and
black curves, second panel, Figure 2). Third, the sewage
effluent is discharged 6 km offshore of the surf zone through
a 1-km-long diffuser located at the end of OCSD’s submarine
outfall at a water depth of approximately 60 m (hatched region
of the outfall pipe in Figure 1). By contrast, stormwater runoff
from the Santa Ana River is discharged into the ocean directly
at the surf line.

Offshore Measurements: Satellite Ocean Color Imagery.
The spatio-temporal distributions of offshore stormwater
runoff plumes sampled during this study are revealed by
MODIS true color satellite imagery of a 100-km stretch of the
coastline centered around our field site (Figure 3). The
monitoring grid sampled during the offshore cruises is
depicted on the satellite images by yellow dots. The timing
of the satellite passes, relative to rain events, discharge events,
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wave events, surf zone water quality events, and offshore
sampling cruises, is indicated at the top of Figure 2.

Generally speaking, in this collection of true color imagery
the stormwater runoff plumes appear to be characterized by
a band of turbid water turquoise to brown in appearance
that is observed along the entire imaged region, although
both cross-shelf and along-shore gradients in the color
signature are evident. Following the rain events on February
21-22 (total of 39.4 mm, see RE1 and RE2 in Figure 2), a
MODIS Aqua imagery from February 23 demonstrates the
cross-shelf extent of the runoff plume to be variable, ranging
from under 1 km in some places to more than 10 km offshore
of the Los Angeles River and San Gabriel River (Figure 3A).
At our study site, which is centrally located within this broad
region, a distinct and apparently heavily particulate-laden
runoff plume was observed in the vicinity of the Santa Ana
River outlet and nearby station 2201 (see Figure 1 for
numerical designation of offshore sampling sites). The Santa
Ana River plume extended offshore past station 2203, with
an apparent turn down-coast (i.e., southeast), continuing
past stations 2104 and 2024. During this time, breaking waves
were out of the south and the transport direction of fecal
indicator bacteria in the surf zone was directed up-coast,
opposite the apparent transport direction of stormwater
plumes offshore of the surf zone (compare timing of satellite
image 1 with WE2 and fecal indicator bacteria events TC2,
FC2, and ENT2, Figure 2). It also appears that a portion of the
Los Angeles River and the San Gabriel River stormwater
plumes may have advected south and comingled with the
Santa Ana River stormwater plume. Further south, offshore
particulate loadings off the Newport Bay outlet (station 2001)
do not appear to be as large as those off the Santa Ana River
outlet.

A MODIS image on February 27 revealed two distinct
plumes of considerable size and offshore extent (Figure 3B).

This satellite acquisition preceded by 1 day the sampling
cruise on February 28 (described in the next section), followed
the large precipitation event on February 25-26 (total of
51.3 mm, see RE3 in Figure 2), and followed the large discharge
event from the Santa Ana River (DE4, in Figure 2). The plume
to the northwest in this image appears to be associated with
the Los Angeles River or the San Gabriel River outlets, with
an approximate areal extent of 450 km2. The plume to the
southeast appears to be distinct from the former plume and
likely originated from the Santa Ana River outlet, with an
approximate areal extent of 100 km2 (the presumptive Los
Angeles River, San Gabriel River, and Santa Ana River plumes
are delineated by red lines in Figure 3B). The February 27
Santa Ana River stormwater plume is considerably larger in
size than the one observed on February 23 (compare Figure
3A and 3B), consistent with the very large volume of water
discharged from the Santa Ana River just prior to this satellite
acquisition (approximately 4 × 107 m3, see DE4 in Figure 2).
Further, the Los Angeles River, San Gabriel River, and Santa
Ana River runoff plumes on February 27 differed from those
on February 23 in that they penetrated farther offshore (30
km compared to 10 km) and thus potentially transported more
sediments into the deep waters of the San Pedro Channel.

The jetlike appearance of the presumptive Los Angeles
River, San Gabriel River, and Santa Ana River stormwater
runoff plumes in Figure 3B has been observed elsewhere in
the Southern California Bight, for example, off the Santa Clara
River discharge (4, 29), and is potentially the result of inertia-
driven flow. At the time of this second satellite acquisition,
breaking waves out of the west, and along-shore transport
in the surf zone and offshore of the surf zone, appear to be
directed down-coast (compare timing of satellite image 2
with WE3 and fecal indicator events TC3, FC3, and ENT3).

Subsequent MODIS true color imagery on February 28
(Figure 3C) and February 29 (Figure 3D) indicates that both

FIGURE 3. MODIS Terra and Aqua true color satellite imagery of stormwater runoff plumes along the San Pedro Channel, California, with
nominal spatial resolution of 250 m. Yellow dots indicate location of field sampling stations offshore of Huntington and Newport Beach;
black arrows denote the Los Angeles River (LAR) outlet, San Gabriel River (SGR) outlet, Santa Ana River/Talbert Marsh (SAR/TM) outlet,
and Newport Bay outlet. (A) MODIS-Aqua, February 23, 2004, at 21:00 UTC (13:00 local time), (B) MODIS-Aqua, February 27, 2004, at 20:35
UTC (12:35 local time), (C) MODIS-Aqua, February 28, 2004, at 21:20 UTC (13:20 local time), (D) MODIS-Terra, February 29, 2004, at 18:50
UTC (10:50 local time).
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the Los Angeles River/San Gabriel River and the Santa Ana
River runoff plumes had significantly decreased in size,
consistent with reduced flow out of the respective rivers
(compare stream discharge curves with timing of satellite
images 2 and 3, Figure 2). However, particulate matter
appeared to remain high in the general vicinity of the Santa
Ana River outlet. Whereas this zone of elevated particulate
matter extended south to at least station 2021 on February
27-28, by February 29 it had receded somewhat and was
fairly localized around station 2201. Unfortunately, no satellite
imagery was available the following day (March 1) to
complement the third sampling cruise, given persistent
regional cloud cover that day.

Offshore Measurements: In-Situ Turbidity and Number-
Averaged Particle Size. In-situ turbidity measurements
collected during the three offshore cruises are presented as
a series of color contour plots in Figure 4. During the February
23 cruise, a region of high turbidity, as evidenced by low
transmissivity and high TNC, is evident offshore of, and to
the south of, the Santa Ana River outlet (left-hand column
of panels, Figure 4). The number-averaged particle size is
depressed in this same region, as well as in the region offshore
of the Newport Bay outlet. During subsequent cruises, the
ocean became progressively less turbid closer to shore
(although not necessarily offshore), as evidenced by increas-
ing transmissivity and decreasing TNC, and the number-
averaged particle size progressively increased (second and
third columns, Figure 4). These results suggest that, offshore
of the surf zone, particle size was steadily increasing and

particle concentrations were steadily decreasing following
the rain and stream discharge events that ended on, or before,
the evening of February 27. The above turbidity patterns are
generally consistent with the plume signatures and gradients
observed in the true color satellite imagery (Figure 3),
although some differences exist which could result from the
offset timing (up to several hours) between the acquisition
of the satellite images and the field measurements. As a
technical aside, the number-averaged particle size (dh, see eq
1b) and the median particle size (d50) follow similar trends
(i.e., they both rise and fall together), although the magnitude
of d50 was approximately 16-fold larger (Figure S3, Supporting
Information). For the results presented here, dh was chosen
because it emphasizes changes in the small end of particle
size spectra.

Offshore Measurements: Fecal Indicator Bacteria. Water
quality test results from the three offshore cruises are
presented as a set of color contour plots in Figure 5. During
the February 23 cruise, the concentration of fecal indicator
bacteria exceeded the California single-sample standards for
TC, ENT, and EC in several samples collected just offshore,
and to the south, of the Santa Ana River and Newport Bay
outlets (left-hand column of panels in Figure 5). Nevertheless,
the highest concentrations measured offshore of the surf
zone are generally lower, in many cases by several orders of
magnitude, compared to the highest concentrations mea-
sured in the surf zone (compare concentration scales for EC,
FC, and ENT in Figures 2 and 5). The difference in offshore
and surf zone fecal indicator bacteria concentrations is even

FIGURE 4. Particle measurements collected during the three sampling cruises. The bottom row of panels indicates the sampling track.
TNC is an abbreviation for total particle number concentration. TNC and number-averaged particle size were calculated from measured
particle size spectra using eq 1a, b.
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more pronounced during the later cruise dates. For example,
none of the samples collected during the February 28 and
March 1 cruises exceeded state standards for fecal indicator
bacteria, yet several of the samples collected from the surf
zone during the same time period exceeded single-sample
standards for one or more fecal indicator bacteria groups
(compare concentrations measured during the second cruise
date with TC3, FC3, and ENT3 and concentrations measured
during the third cruise date with TC4, FC4, and ENT4, Figures
2 and 5).

Offshore Measurements: F+ Coliphage and Human
Viruses. Offshore samples tested positive for F+ coliphage (n
) 8, see Table 1), with the exception of a single sample
collected on the February 28 cruise from offshore of the
Newport Pier (blue, green, and red plus symbols, bottom
panels, Figure 5). Human adenoviruses and enteroviruses
were detected by real time Q-PCR, nested PCR, and RT-PCR
in a sample collected from station 2201 located directly
offshore of the Santa Ana River outlet during the February
28 cruise (red plus, middle bottom panel, Figure 5). The
concentration of human adenoviruses in this sample is
estimated to be 9.5 × 103 genomes per liter of water, which
is approximately equivalent to 10 plaque forming units per
liter of water, according to a laboratory study comparing
Q-PCR results with plaque assay (35). Human enteroviruses
were also detected in a sample collected directly offshore of
the Santa Ana River outlet (station 2201) on the February 23
cruise (green plus, bottom left panel, Figure 5). While
relatively few samples were tested for human viruses

(n ) 8), these results demonstrate that human viruses are
present in surface water offshore of the Santa Ana River outlet
following storm events, even when the fecal indicator bacteria
concentrations are below state standards (e.g., station 2201
during the February 28 cruise, Figure 5). These results are
consistent with previous observations that human pathogenic
viruses and fecal indicator viruses persist longer than fecal
indicator bacteria in ocean water (36). Direct PCR measure-
ment of pathogenic viruses in highly turbid water is chal-
lenging because of PCR inhibition (35).

Offshore Measurements: Relationship between Fecal
Indicator Bacteria, Turbidity, and Number-Averaged Par-
ticle Size. Turbidity has been suggested as a possible proxy
for water quality (37, 38). However, on the basis of our offshore
data, turbidity per se appears to be an inconsistent proxy for
the concentration of fecal indicator bacteria. For example,
during the February 23 cruise, there is good coherence
between turbidity and TC, EC, and ENT concentrations off
the Santa Ana River outlet and Newport Pier (compare
transmissivity and TNC with fecal indicator bacteria results,
left-hand column of panels, Figures 4 and 5). However,
turbidity is low off of the Newport Bay outlet where the
bacteria concentrations are particularly high. In addition,
there are no consistently robust relationships between
shipboard measurements of fecal indicator bacteria and
shipboard measurements of TOC, temperature, or salinity
(see Figure S4, Supporting Information). The number-
averaged particle size, on the other hand, comes close to
matching the along-shore spatial pattern of fecal indicator

FIGURE 5. Fecal indicator bacteria concentrations measured during the three sampling cruises. The bottom row of panels indicates the
sampling track (blue arrows) and the detection of F+ coliphage and human viruses. SAR/TM is an abbreviation for the outlet of the Santa
Ana River and Talbert Marsh.
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bacteria measured during the February 23 cruise. Specifically,
elevated fecal indicator bacteria concentration appears to
correlate with depressed number-averaged particle size
(compare fecal indicator bacteria and number-averaged
particle size results for the February 23 cruise, left-hand
column of panels, Figures 4 and 5). When all of the fecal
indicator bacteria data collected during the three cruises are
aggregated and plotted against number-averaged particle
size, an inverse relationship between these two parameters
emerges; specifically, samples with elevated fecal indicator
bacteria concentrations also exhibit small number-averaged
particle size (Figure 6A). Moreover, the concentration of fecal
indicator bacteria in water samples collected during the first
two cruises is the same, within error, before and after filtration

through a 53-µm sieve (Figure 6B), implying that fecal
indicator bacteria are either adsorbed to particles smaller
than 53 µm or are not particle-associated. TOC also appears
to pass through the 53-µm sieve (Figure 6B) as do human
viruses and fecal indicator viruses (data not shown). The
co-occurrence of small particles and indicators of fecal
pollution (fecal indicator bacteria, fecal indicator viruses,
and human pathogenic viruses) does not necessarily imply
that the latter are adsorbed to the former. The inverse
relationship evident in Figure 6A, for example, may reflect
a temporal evolution of stormwater plumes as they age, from
a predominance of small particles and high concentrations
of fecal indicators initially, to larger particles and lower
concentrations of fecal indicators later.

FIGURE 6. (A) Cross plots of log-transformed fecal indicator bacteria concentrations measured in samples collected during the three
offshore cruises, against the corresponding number-averaged particle size. (B) Cross plots of log-transformed fecal indicator bacteria
concentrations and TOC concentrations measured in samples collected during the three offshore cruises, before and after filtration through
a 53-µm sieve. The one-to-one line corresponds to the case where the concentrations are the same before and after filtration.
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Offshore Measurements: Particle Size Spectra. Particle
size spectra acquired during the three cruises are presented
in Figure 7. Each plot displays the normalized particle volume
(vertical axis) detected in 32 logarithmically spaced particle
diameter bins ranging in size from 2.5 to 500 µm (horizontal
axis). The particle size spectrum measured at a particular
offshore location and time appear to be related to the specific
stormwater plume the particles are associated with and,
possibly, the elapsed time stormwater has spent in the ocean.
Stormwater flowing out of the Santa Ana River during the
February 23 cruise, for example, is characterized by two
modes at the small end of the size spectrum, one in the <5
µm bin and another in the 10-50 µm bins (set of red curves,
Figure 7). These modes are present in stormwater runoff
sampled at several locations in the Santa Ana River watershed
(13), in samples collected at the ocean outlet of the Santa
Ana River (panel labeled “SAR Outlet” at top of Figure 7), and
in samples collected just offshore (red curve at station 2201,
Figure 7) and down-coast (red curve at station 2101, Figure
7) of the Santa Ana River outlet. Particles discharged from
the Santa Ana River appear to dilute and merge into a
background turbidity characterized by a single broad mode
in the 50-300 µm size range (evident in the red curves at
most stations, Figure 7).

Referring to Figure 3A and the earlier discussion of this
satellite image, the 50-300 µm mode observed on February
23 may be characteristic of a large runoff plume originating
from one or more up-coast sources of stormwater runoff,

most likely the Los Angeles River or the San Gabriel River.
Several factors can lead to artifacts in the particle size spectra
estimated from the light-scattering instrument deployed in
this study (39). However, in our case this caveat is mitigated
somewhat by the observation that particle volume fractions
calculated from the particle size spectra are strongly cor-
related (Spearman’s rank correlation Sp ) 0.90, p ) 0.02)
with independent measurements of total suspended solids
(data not shown).

During the second and third cruises, the particle size
spectra progressively coarsen with the result that, by March
1, virtually all of the particle volume is associated with the
largest size bin (>500 µm, green curves in Figure 7). The
observed temporal evolution in particle size spectra, from
high turbidity and multiple modes at the lower end of the
particle size spectrum to low turbidity and a single mode at
the large end of the particle size spectrum, may reflect
decreasing particle supply (i.e., reduced stormwater discharge
from major river outlets) coupled with within-plume co-
agulation of particles into larger size classes and, ultimately,
removal of the largest particles by gravitational sedimenta-
tion. Coagulation time scales estimated from these particle
size spectra measurements are short (minutes to hours or
longer) compared to time scales associated with the genera-
tion and offshore transport of stormwater plumes (hours to
days), and hence coagulation cannot be ruled out as an
important mechanism at our field site (see Supporting
Information for details on the time scale calculations).

FIGURE 7. Particle size spectra measured during the three offshore cruises; numbers at the top of each panel denote the station number
where the particle size spectra were measured (see Figure 1). The vertical axis in each plot represents the particle volume resident in
logarithmically spaced particle diameter bins; the horizontal axis represents the diameter of the particles (in µm). These plots are arranged
so that the stations progress from onshore to offshore (top to bottom) and up-coast to down-coast (left to right). The single plot labeled
“SAR Outlet” corresponds to a particle size spectrum measured in stormwater runoff flowing out of the Santa Ana River outlet, just upstream
of where it flows over the beach and into the ocean.
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Whether coagulation, in fact, plays a role in the fate and
transport of particles and particle-associated contaminants
in stormwater plumes will likely depend on the coagulation
efficiency (i.e., the fraction of particle-particle collisions that
result in sticking events) and shear rates present at a given
location and time (40, 41). Alternatively, the observed
temporal coarsening of particles in the offshore may reflect
changes in the particle size spectra of the stormwater runoff
before it enters the ocean, from a predominance of smaller
particles during the peak of the hydrograph, to a predomi-
nance of coarser particles during the falling limb of the
hydrograph. Further studies are needed to determine whether
observed coarsening of the offshore particle size spectra is
caused by within-plume coagulation or by temporal evolution
of the particle size spectra in stormwater runoff before it
enters the ocean.

Data Synthesis. Results presented in this paper are
represented schematically in Figure 8, including potential
offshore transport mechanisms (panel A) and the resulting
distribution of particles, bacteria, and viruses (panel B). As
stormwater is discharged from the river outlet and flows over
the beach, a fraction is entrained in the surf zone and the

rest is ejected offshore in a momentum jet. Measurements
of fecal indicator bacteria in the surf zone suggest that, once
entrained, contaminants are transported parallel to shore
by wave-driven currents, in a direction (i.e., up- or down-
coast) controlled by the approaching wave field. When waves
strike the beach so that a component of wave momentum
is directed up-coast (the scenario pictured in Figure 8), fecal
indicator bacteria in the surf zone are carried up-coast of the
river outlet. Conversely, when waves strike the beach so that
a component of wave momentum is directed down-coast,
fecal indicator bacteria in the surf zone are carried down-
coast of the river outlet. The buildup of water in the surf zone
from breaking waves drives a cross-shore circulation cell,
which can transport material between the surf zone and
offshore of the surf zone. At our field site, this cross-shore
circulation appears to limit the length of beach severely
polluted with fecal indicator bacteria to <5 km around the
river outlet, by diluting contaminated surf zone water with
cleaner water from offshore. While the transport processes
described here are based on measurements of fecal indicator
bacteria in the surf zone, it is likely that other contaminants
in stormwater runoff, in particular, human viruses and toxic

FIGURE 8. (A) Transport mechanisms that can affect the offshore distribution of contaminants discharged from river outlets. (B) Schematic
representation of the spatial distribution of particles (black circles of varying size), fecal indicator bacteria (red symbols), and F+ coliphage
and human pathogenic viruses (green symbols). Abbreviations are SAR (Santa Ana River), SGR (San Gabriel River), and LAR (Los Angeles
River).
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contaminants associated with suspended particles (13, 42),
will behave similarly.

Further offshore, stormwater runoff plumes are common
and readily detected through a variety of geophysical
parameters (e.g., salinity, transmissivity, surface color). A
clear linkage between these parameters and fecal indicator
bacteria could not be established here. However, fecal
indicator bacteria did appear to be associated with the
smallest particle sizes, on the basis of both fractionation
studies (Figure 6B) and the inverse relationship observed
between fecal indicator bacteria concentrations and number-
averaged particle size (Figure 6A). Particle size spectra in the
offshore plumes coarsen with time post-release, and fecal
indicator bacteria concentrations steadily drop (see the
schematic representation of particle size in the various
offshore plumes, Figure 8B). These results have several
implications. First, they suggest that high concentrations of
fecal indicator bacteria in the surf zone at our field site are
probably not brought into the study area by coastal currents
from distal sources (e.g., the Los Angeles river or the San
Gabriel river). Second, cross-shore transport of water between
the surf zone and offshore of the surf zone, for example, by
rip cell currents, is likely to improve surf zone water quality
by diluting dirty river effluent entrained in the surf zone with
relatively clean ocean water from offshore.

While the concentrations of fecal indicator bacteria in
the offshore plumes are generally below surf zone water
quality standards, particularly during the latter two cruises,
fecal indicator viruses (F+ coliphage) were detected in nearly
all offshore samples tested, and human adenoviruses and
enteroviruses were detected in several offshore samples,
including two collected offshore of the Santa Ana River outlet
(station 2201 on February 23 and 28, see Figure 5). It is likely
that the virus results presented here represent a conservative
estimate of viral prevalence, because a limited numbers of
samples were tested (n ) 8). In addition, the presence of PCR
inhibitors in stormwater reduces the efficiency of PCR
detection of human pathogenic viruses, as mentioned earlier.
At present, there are no water quality standards for fecal
indicator viruses and human pathogenic viruses, largely
because epidemiological data are not available to link adverse
human health outcomes (e.g., gastrointestinal disease) to
recreational ocean exposure to these organisms. However,
the offshore detection of human pathogenic viruses begs
several questions: First, do these viruses constitute a human
health risk, either by contaminating the surf zone directly
(see arrow with question mark, indicting the possible transfer
of contaminants from offshore into the surf zone, Figure 8B)
or by sequestering in offshore sediments? Second, given the
fact that the Santa Ana River has separate storm and sanitary
sewer systems, what is the source of human fecal pathogens
in the wet weather water runoff? Many studies have shown
that human fecal pathogens are associated with storm runoff
from urban areas located throughout the United States
(25, 43-45), so the association between stormwater runoff
and human fecal pathogens observed here is certainly not
unique. Possible sources of human pathogens in stormwater
runoff from urban areas include leaking sewer pipes, illicit
sewage connections to the stormwater sewer system, home-
less populations, and so forth.

Taken together, the results presented in this paper
demonstrate that stormwater runoff from the Santa Ana River
is a significant source of near-shore pollution, including
turbidity, fecal indicator bacteria, fecal indicator viruses, and
human pathogenic viruses. However, relationships between
variables (e.g., between turbidity and fecal indicator bacteria
and between fecal indicator bacteria and human viruses)
vary from site to site (at the same time) and from time to
time (at the same site) suggesting that the sources, fate, and
transport processes are contaminant specific. The apparent

exception is the inverse relationship observed between fecal
indicator bacteria and number-averaged particle size, al-
though further studies are needed to determine if this result
is generalizable to other storm seasons and coastal sites and,
if so, to determine the underlying mechanism at work. The
relationship between water quality parameters (e.g., fecal
indicator bacteria), turbidity, and other field proxies, such
as number-averaged particle size, salinity, and colored
dissolved organic matter, are the focus of ongoing and future
regional studies, including as part of a coastal water
quality observing program within the Bight ’03 Project
(http://www.sccwrp.org/regional/03bight/bight03_fact_
sheet.html), as well as other investigations being carried out
as part of the Southern California Coastal Ocean Observing
System (SCCOOS).
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ABSTRACT

Stormwater river plumes are important vectors
of marine contaminants and pathogens in the
Southern California Bight.  Here we report the
results of a multi-institution investigation of the river
plumes across eight major river systems of southern
California.  We used in situ water samples from
multi-day cruises in combination with MODIS satel-
lite remote sensing, buoy meteorological observa-
tions, drifters, and HF radar current measurements to
evaluate the dispersal patterns and dynamics of the
freshwater plumes.  River discharge was exceptional-
ly episodic, and the majority of storm discharge
occurred in a few hours.  The combined plume
observing techniques revealed that plumes common-
ly detach from the coast and turn to the left, which is
the opposite direction of Coriolis influence.
Although initial offshore velocity of the buoyant
plumes was ~50 cm s-1 and was influenced by river
discharge inertia (i.e., the direct momentum of the
river flux) and buoyancy, subsequent advection of
the plumes was largely observed in an alongshore
direction and dominated by local winds.  Due to the
multiple day upwelling wind conditions that com-
monly follow discharge events, plumes were
observed to flow from their respective river mouths
to down-coast waters at rates of 20 - 40 km d-1.
Lastly, we note that suspended-sediment concentra-
tion and beam-attenuation were poorly correlated
with plume salinity across and within the sampled
plumes (mean R2 = 0.12 and 0.25, respectively),
while colored dissolved organic matter (CDOM) flu-

orescence was well correlated (mean R2 = 0.56), sug-
gesting that CDOM may serve as a good tracer of
the discharged freshwater in subsequent remote sens-
ing and monitoring efforts of plumes.  

INTRODUCTION

Southern California’s coastal watersheds (Figure 1a)
drain a highly modified landscape with 54% of the
watershed area dammed and many of the channels
straightened, leveed or channelized (Willis and
Griggs 2003).  These modifications, combined with
the Mediterranean climate, lead to episodic river dis-
charge, with large winter storms contributing the
majority of annual water and sediment budgets
(Inman and Jenkins 1999).  These river systems also
provide large loadings of pollutants and pathogens to
the coastal ocean, surpassing loadings from munici-
pal wastewater discharges for most constituents and
as such merit detailed investigation (Schiff et al.
2000, Dojiri et al. 2003, Ahn et al. 2005, Warrick et
al. 2005, Stein et al. 2006).  

The plumes from these river discharge events
can extend 10’s km from the shoreline (Mertes and
Warrick 2001, DiGiacomo et al. 2004, Nezlin and
DiGiacomo 2005, Nezlin et al. 2005).  Nezlin et al.
(2005) found that plume areas defined by SeaWiFS
radiometer-data were strongly correlated to
antecedent precipitation.  The maximum extent of
these plumes occurs one - three days following pre-
cipitation, and multiple day plume persistence was
found for all of the major river plumes (Nezlin et al.
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2005).  However, significant plume size variability is
found across the California watersheds in both time
and space (Mertes and Warrick 2001, Warrick and
Fong 2004,  Nezlin and DiGiacomo 2005, Nezlin
et al. 2005).

Jones and Washburn (1997), Washburn et al.
(2003) and Warrick et al. (2004a) have shown that
the freshwater from southern California rivers quick-
ly stratifies into a buoyant plume when it reaches the
ocean.  Warrick et al. (2004b) suggest that the move-
ment of Santa Clara River plume near the river
mouth is strongly influenced by the river discharge
inertia, i.e., the momentum induced by the mass flux
from the river.  These river plumes are also likely
subject to buoyancy, wind and tidal forcing, which will
dictate dispersal patterns and dynamics (e.g., Stumpf et
al. 1993, Garvine 1995, Pinones et al. 2005, Whitney
and Garvine 2005).  Better understanding of plumes
in the Southern California Bight is needed to track
and understand the potential health and ecological
implications of the discharged pollutants. 

Finally, satellite-derived ocean color products
have been valuable tools to investigate the lateral

movement of southern California river plumes, and
most of these investigations utilize turbidity or sus-
pended-sediment products as proxies to track plumes
(e.g., Mertes and Warrick 2001, Nezlin et al. 2005).
Although these river plumes are commonly quite tur-
bid, sediment mass balances suggest that little of the
discharged sediment resides in the buoyant plume
due to rapid settling near the river mouth (Warrick et
al. 2004a).  It is necessary and valuable, then, to
evaluate which satellite-based measurements may
best track the freshwater plumes. 

Here we present the results of a multi-organiza-
tion study to describe post-storm runoff plumes from
the eight largest river systems in southern California.
Each of these systems was assessed for up to five
days following each of two storms during 2004 and
2005.  We combine in situ and remotely sensed data
to evaluate plume dispersal patterns and rates and the
forcing function(s) responsible for these transforma-
tions.  Emphasis is placed on identifying transport
and transformations processes that could be general-
ized across systems and discharge events.  
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Figure 1.  The Southern California Bight study area with the four sampled regions (a). Ship-based plume sampling

stations for each of the four regions (b-e).  Rivers within each region are also identified: scr = Santa Clara River

(b); bc = Ballona Creek (c); lar = Los Angeles River; sgr = San Gabriel River, sar = Santa Ana River; and nb = New-

port Bay (d); and  sdr = San Diego River and tjr = Tijuana River (e).



METHODS

The study involved sampling four geographic
regions that represent the river mouths of the largest
southern California watersheds (Figure 1).   These
regions included (from the north): the eastern Santa
Barbara Channel (Santa Clara and Ventura Rivers);
Santa Monica Bay (Ballona Creek); the San Pedro
Shelf (Los Angeles, San Gabriel and Santa Ana
Rivers); and the southern Bight (San Diego and
Tijuana Rivers).  These regions and river systems
were chosen because they represented a broad distri-
bution of watershed land use and river types (open
space, agricultural and urban) and because they covered
the broad geographic extent of southern California. 

Here, we provide a summary of the methods
used to investigate the river plumes; details of the
data collection methods, quality assurance/quality
control program, and raw data are published in the
Bight’03 Water Quality Study Final Report (Nezlin
et al. 2007a).  The primary method of investigation
was shipboard profiling of the plumes with an
enhanced CTD system (conductivity, temperature,
depth, dissolved oxygen, pH, transmissometer,
chlorophyll fluorometer, and CDOM fluorometer),
hereafter referred to as CTD+.  Water turbidity was
computed from transmissometer observations as the
beam attenuation coefficient at 660 nm (hereafter
referred to as beam-c).  CDOM fluorescence was lin-
early calibrated with up to 100 ppb of quinine sulfate
dehydrate (QSD).  Water samples were obtained with
5-liter Niskin bottles attached to the CTD+ carousel
and triggered remotely.  Sampling occurred on regu-
larly spaced grids for each region, which are shown
in Figure 1.  The primary intent of the grids was to
sample the nearshore discharge areas and assess
water quality there, not necessarily to track plumes
as they advected away from the river mouth regions.
Some stations were positioned further offshore so
that they provided “non-plume” profiles for compar-
ative purposes.  Profiles were obtained to within 2 m
of the seabed or to a depth of 60 m for sites deeper
than 60 m.  Water samples were taken at 1m water
depth for most sites and at a sub-surface depth(s)
below the buoyant plume for a limited number of
sites.  Samples were analyzed for total suspended
solids, chlorophyll, macronutrients (Si, N, P), bacte-
ria and toxicity.  Here we focus primarily on the
measurements of salinity, temperature and suspended
solids; the remaining data will be presented in subse-
quent publications. 

The sampling plan called for sampling two
events across each region, and three days of sam-
pling during each event as conditions permitted (to
be nominally conducted on Days 1, 3 and 5 follow-
ing the discharge peak).  One ship was dedicated to
each region, except for the San Pedro Shelf where
three monitoring vessels were utilized coincidentally
and the Tijuana River where two ships were used.
However, not all sites were sampled in the proposed
fashion largely due to limitations from weather and
sea-state (Figures 2 and 3). Further, sampling of the
Tijuana River plume was conducted during an event
not sampled at the remaining sites (Figure 3), due to
a storm that was directed largely toward the southern
portion of the study area.  The resulting sampling
effort consisted of 574 CTD+ stations and 705 water
samples during a total of 36 ship-days.  

Ancillary data were also collected or utilized to
supplement the shipboard sampling.  River discharge
observations were obtained from United States
Geological Survey (USGS) gauging stations, stations
operated by Los Angeles County Department of
Public Works (LACDPW), and a daily discharge
gauge for the Tijuana River operated by the
International Boundary and Water Commission
(Figure 1).  USGS sites provided discharge rates at
15-minute intervals and included the following sites:
Ventura River (USGS station 11118500), Santa Clara
River (sum of USGS 11113000 and 11109000),
Santa Ana River (USGS 11078000), and the San
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Figure 2.  Discharge and sample timing for the first

event sampled.
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Diego River (USGS 11023000).  LACDPW stations
provided discharge rates at 1-hour intervals and
included Ballona Creek (station F38C), Los Angeles
River (F319), and San Gabriel River (sum of F354
and F42B). 

Hourly averaged wind speed and direction were
obtained from a number of the NDBC buoys, includ-
ing 46053 (East Santa Barbara Channel), 46025
(Santa Monica Basin) and 46086 (San Clemente
Basin; Figure 1).  These data were used to evaluate
the influence of wind speed and wind stress on the
river plumes, where wind stress (τw) was computed
by the iterative quadratic formulation of Large and
Pond (1981) for each hourly measurement.

Satellite ocean color imagery was obtained from
the NASA Moderate Resolution Imaging
Spectroradiometers (MODIS) on the Aqua and Terra
platforms.  These sensors provided daily or better
coverage of the Southern California Bight study
area, although clear-sky images were obtained for
only about half of the days of interest and largely on
days following river discharge peaks (Figures 2 and 3).
Here we present “true-color” representations of the
multi-band data provided by each sensor to qualita-
tively track the combined sediment, CDOM and phy-
toplankton manifestations of the buoyant plume.
Quantitative satellite-derived products (e.g., a412,

bb551, chlorophyll-a) are discussed in a companion
paper to better understand the impacts of the plumes.

Surface currents were obtained from the tracks
of high resolution drifting buoys drogued at 1 m
depth (Ohlmann et al. 2005).  The drifters, with
known water following capabilities, record their
position every 10 minutes using GPS.  Individual
drifter tracks give an indication of how river plume
water moves in the coastal ocean.  The relative
motion of drifter pairs allows for quantification of
plume dispersion.  Sets of up to 21 drifters were
released within the river plumes just beyond the surf
zone at the Santa Clara River (1 day), Santa Ana
River (6 days) and the Tijuana River (3 days).  The
drifters were typically released in the morning and
retrieved before sunset.  If a drifter was clearly about
to enter the surf zone, thus being subject to damage,
it was retrieved and re-deployed offshore of the river
mouth.  The individual drifter tracks along with flow
information determined from the position data can be
viewed on the web at (www.drifterdata.com).  

Lastly, high-frequency (HF) radar was used for
the Santa Clara/Ventura and Tijuana River systems to
track surface currents during the sampled events.
The northern HF radar array is part of the UCSB
Ocean Surface Currents Mapping Project, which
consists of 4 sites to characterize surface currents in
the Santa Barbara Channel
(http://www.icess.ucsb.edu/iog/realtime/index.php).
The Tijuana River region is included in the San
Diego Coastal Ocean Observing System (SDCOOS)
administered by Scripps Institution of Oceanography
(SIO; http://sdcoos.ucsd.edu/). 

Plume Freshwater Volume Calculations 
The volume of freshwater residing in the plumes

each day can be estimated by spatially integrating
the reduced salinity measurements across the sam-
pling grid (cf. Gilbert et al. 1996).  For each profile a
freshwater fraction (Ffw, in m of freshwater) was
calculated by: 

Ffw = ∫ z {[S0–S(z)] / S0} dz (1)

where S0 is a reference salinity (in psu), S is the
measured salinity (in psu) at depth z (in m).  We
selected S0 from the profiles outside of the influence
of the plumes either laterally or from the waters
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Figure 3.  Discharge and sample timing for the second

event sampled.  Note that the Tijuana River (d) was sam-

pled on a different schedule than the other systems (a - c).
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underlying the plumes. Unique values of S0 were cal-
culated for each event within each of the 4 regions;
however similar values of 33.0 psu during 2004 and
33.1 psu during 2005 were obtained for all of the
sites.  Uncertainty in these values of S0 was approxi-
mately 0.1 psu, which induced less than 10% error
across the freshwater volumetric calculations. To
compute freshwater volumes we assumed that Ffw

changed linearly between each station.  Further, if
S(z) was greater than S0 for any depth, we set the
quantity [S0 - S(z)] equal to zero. 

RESULTS

General Plume Patterns
Two events were sampled for each river mouth

region during the winters of 2004 and 2005 (Figures
2 and 3).  The 2004 event resulted in approximately
twice the discharge rates and volumes of the 2005
events.  Both events were modest sized, however, as
the peak discharges were equivalent to approximate-
ly 2- and 1.5-year recurrence interval events based
on longer discharge records.  Therefore, the sampled
events were slightly smaller than the “annual” recur-
rence events (i.e., the 2.3-year recurrence event) for
each river.  

Ship-based sampling occurred within one to five
days of the discharge events (Figures 2 and 3).
However, the 2004 event was generally more diffi-
cult to sample due to sea-state.  Sampling for the
Santa Clara River during 2004 was only possible on
the fourth day following peak discharge (Figure 2a).
Sampling of Ballona Creek was very limited on
February 27, 2004 due to sea-state and only 4 sta-
tions were sampled.  The 2005 efforts resulted in
sampling immediately following discharge and for
three full days of sampling for each region (Figure 3).  

Two representative profiles of salinity and beam-c
from the Tijuana River plume are shown in Figure 4.
Both profiles were obtained approximately four km
from the river mouth on February 14, 2005, and both
show a freshened buoyant plume in the upper three
to five m of the water column.  Similar plume obser-
vations were obtained throughout the other study
areas.  These buoyant surface plumes also had ele-
vated beam-c compared to waters immediately
underneath the plume (Figure 4).  The waters imme-
diately above the seabed differ considerably, howev-
er:  the shallower station (Figure 4b) reveals an ~5 m
nephloid layer above the seabed, which was a com-
mon characteristic of many of the shallow profiles,

while the deeper profile did not (Figure 4a).  It is
instructive, however, to also contrast the buoyant
plumes: the deeper station (Figure 4a) had lower
salinity (i.e., more freshwater) while having lower
suspended sediment (i.e., beam-c and TSS) than the
shallow station (Figure 4b).  This suggests that the
river water and sediment were not mixing in a sim-
ple conservative manner with respect to a single
river endmember water type.  Below we show that
this one observation from the Tijuana River plume
was typical of a generally poor relationship between
salinity and sediment concentration in stormwater
plumes over the entire Southern California Bight.

Spatial mapping of the salinity and beam-c data
from each site revealed synoptic characteristics of
the buoyant plume properties.  For example, data
from Ballona Creek on February 28, 2004 show a
buoyant plume with lowest salinities immediately
offshore of the river mouth, and these low salinities
continue to the southern side of the river mouth,
which is in the opposite direction of Coriolis influ-
ence (Figure 5a).  In contrast, the highest beam-c on
the same day was measured close to shore and away
from the river mouth (Figure 5b).  The three-ship
monitoring effort along the San Pedro Shelf on
March 25, 2005 revealed that low salinity/high
beam-c waters extended many kilometers along- and
across-shore from the river mouths (Figure 6).
Further, it appears that a portion of this broad plume
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Figure 4.  Salinity, beam-c and TSS data from CTD casts

taken on February 14, 2005 offshore of the Tijuana

River.  TSS concentrations for 1 m water depth samples.

Dashed lines represent reference levels of 33.1 psu

salinity and 0 m-1 beam-c.

(a) (b)
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was detached from the coastline, because two regions
of low salinity and high turbidity on this date were
observed approximately five km offshore of the coast
and laterally offset from the river mouths (Figure 6).

These two synoptic examples of plume salinity
and turbidity (Figures 5 and 6) reveal another pattern
consistent with all of the remaining sampling dates:
although the sampling grids extended many kilome-
ters along- and across-shore, low salinity plumes
always extended beyond the geographical limits of
the surveys.  Thus, none of the surveys captured the
“entire” extent of the river plume, as was anticipated.

Plume Freshwater Volume 
Results of the volumetric calculations reveal that

10’s of millions of cubic meters of freshwater could
be accounted for within the survey limits (Tables 1
and 2).  The greatest amounts of freshwater were
consistently observed along the San Pedro Shelf por-
tion of the study, which not only had the largest river
discharge inputs (Figures 2 and 3) but also had a
sampling area 2 - 20 times larger than the other sites
(Tables 1 and 2).  The volume of freshwater
observed within the survey areas generally decreased
with sample date, which suggests that plume waters
moved outside of the sampling grids, rather than
simply mixing down into the water column. 

A couple of exceptions to this multiple-day pat-
tern exist, and they can largely be accounted for by
changes in the sampling grids.  For example, only a
limited sampling effort was possible on the San
Pedro Shelf on March 24, 2005 (31.4 km2 versus the
typical ~230 km2), which resulted in much less
freshwater observed (Table 2).  The 2005 data from
the Tijuana River plume suggested that freshwater
volume in the plume doubled on the last day of sam-
pling (Table 2), however the sampling grid was sig-
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Figure 5.  Three-dimensional presentation of salinity and beam-c data offshore of Ballona Creek (BC) showing the

freshened and turbid river plume waters along the sea-surface.  Linear interpolation has been used to estimate

parameter values between stations, which are shown with vertical yellow lines and line intersections along the

water surface.

Figure 6.  Surface measurements of salinity and beam-c

data from the San Pedro Bay on March 25, 2005.  Linear

interpolation has been used to estimate parameter values

between stations, which are located at the intersec-

tions of the yellow lines.  LAR = Los Angeles River;

SGR = San Gabriel River; SAR = Santa Ana River; and

NB = Newport Bay.

(a)

(b)

(a) (b)



nificantly altered on this date in an attempt to cap-
ture the presumably northward transporting plume.
This modified sampling plan also resulted in captur-
ing another reduced salinity plume from Mission
Bay.  Lastly, sampling of the Santa Clara River sug-
gested increases in the freshwater plume volume
with time (Table 2).  Although this is correct, we
note below that the portion of the river discharge
flux actually observed in this plume was insignifi-
cant on all days. 

The ratios between the observed plume freshwa-
ter volume and the river discharge volume were
computed and are shown in Figure 7.  We included
an additional amount of river discharge for the third
day of the 2005 Tijuana River observations equal to
the San Diego River discharge because the ungauged
watershed area discharging into San Diego Bay is
approximately equivalent to the watershed area of
the San Diego River.  

A substantial portion of the river discharge vol-
ume was observed during most cruise dates,

although these values typically decrease with sample
date (Figure 7).  Significant variability also exists
across the study regions.  As alluded to above, there
was consistently negligible river water observed off-
shore of the Santa Clara River mouth (Figure 7).  We
suggest below that this river water was transported to
the south of the sampling grid due to wind-dominat-
ed alongshore currents as discussed below.  For
Ballona Creek, San Pedro Shelf and Tijuana River,
between 35 and 65% of the river water could be
accounted for during the first day following a peak
discharge date (Figure 7).  Although these ratios
appear relatively high compared to the remaining
observations, they also suggest that roughly half of
the river water had advected away from the sampling
grids in the first day of plume formation.  The rate of
removal of freshwater from the sampling grids on
subsequent days ranged 12% of the remaining water
per day (San Pedro Shelf) to 80% per day (Tijuana
River) for these three sites (mean ±std. dev. = 37
±23% per day). 
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Table 1.  Integrated CTD survey results for the 2004 surveys.



Plume Sediment and CDOM Relationships
As noted above, patterns of salinity and sediment

generally did not correlate well.  A compilation of all
total suspended-solids (TSS) and salinity samples
shows that salinity explained very little of the variance
in the TSS data across the region during the surveys
(R2 = 0.02; data not shown).  In fact, the three high-
est measured concentrations of TSS (45 - 80 mg L-1)
occurred in waters with negligible freshwater.
Salinity and beam-c also correlated poorly, and very
little of the beam-c variance could be explained by
salinity (R2 = 0.15; data not shown).  These poor
relationships did not exist only for the data when
considered in bulk, but also existed when individual
sample days were considered for each river system
(Figure 8).  Although one sample date had excellent
salinity-TSS correlation (R2 = 0.94; Figure 8), we

note that this was for the Santa Clara River during
the 2004 sample date when little of the river water
was observed (cf. Figure 7). 

The fluorometer CDOM concentrations correlated
much better with salinity than did either TSS or beam-c
(overall R2 = 0.58; mean of individual R2 = 0.56;
Figure 8).  No significant (p <0.05) relationships
between sample date and CDOM correlation coeffi-
cients were found, although slight decreases in linear
regression slope with sample date was observed in
most data.  The CDOM correlations were consistent-
ly poor for the Santa Clara River data (R2 = 0.32
±0.14), and this may be due to either the limited
river water observed or actual variability in the river
water characteristics.  Much better CDOM correla-
tions existed for Ballona Creek (R2 = 0.65 ±0.28)
and the San Pedro Shelf (R2 = 0.54 ±0.28), while
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Table 2.  Integrated CTD survey results for the 2005 surveys.



CDOM fluorescence was not measured for the
Tijuana River system.  We discuss the implications
of these observations to remote sensing of these river
plumes in the Discussion section below. 

Observations of Plume Transport
Results presented above suggest that plume

freshwater was transported significantly beyond the
sampled stations.  Here we examine measurements
of this transport from drifters, HF radar and satellite
remote sensing.  Ten drifter deployments within
plumes revealed many different patterns of plume
movement.  For example, two contrasting observa-
tions from the Santa Ana River plume are shown in
Figure 9.  The majority of drifter observations were
dominated by alongshore transport, which could
exceed 30 cm s-1 (Figure 10).  Across-shore currents
were strongly correlated with alongshore currents but
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Figure 7. Integrated plume fresh water observed during the surveys as a proportion of the total event river dis-

charge.  Sites include: Santa Clara River (SCR), Ballona Creek (BC), San Pedro Shelf (SPS), San Diego River (SDR),

Tijuana River (TJR).  A discharge (Q) curve is also presented based upon the mean discharge shown in Figures 2

and 3.  Note differences in scale between (a), (b), and (c).

Figure 8.  Box-plots of the correlation coefficients from

site-specific linear regressions of TSS, beam-c and

CDOM with salinity during each sampling date.  Total

number of regressions (n) differ because the Tijuana

River plume was not sampled for CDOM.  Boxes are

defined by quartiles; lines show the limits of the data

within 1.5 times the interquartile distance from the

quartiles; and outliers are shown with circles.

R
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were consistently smaller in magnitude (Figure 10).
Rivers did not appear to influence the across-shore
velocity as drifter trajectories were not deflected off-
shore immediately seaward of the river mouths,
which was likely related to low river discharge rates
on the drifter deployment days (cf. Figures 2 and 3). 

Surface currents were also measured by HF radar
arrays in two of the study regions.  We spatially sub-
sampled the surface current data into areas relevant to
plume movement (Figure 11).  For the Santa Clara
River only a region immediately offshore of the river
was sampled, while four regions were subsampled for
the Tijuana River to evaluate the expected variability
of circulation of this region (Figure 11). The variance
of the hourly current measurements within each sub-
sampled region was generally low, and mean hourly

standard deviations were 12 cm s-1 for the Santa
Clara, <6 cm s-1 for all nearshore Tijuana (I - III) and
9 cm s-1 for offshore Tijuana (IV).  For all subregions,
we calculated mean daily currents centered on local
midnight to best represent total circulation between
satellite imagery (obtained approximately at local noon)
and to approximate the subtidal portions of the currents. 

Compilations of some of the available HF radar,
drifters and satellite imagery are shown in Figures
12 to 14.  During and following the 2004 event,
strong equatorward currents (>30 cm s-1) were meas-
ured in both the Santa Clara River plume and the
San Pedro Shelf regions (Figure 12).  Satellite
imagery obtained during this period revealed plume
fronts from the Santa Clara River and San Pedro
Shelf regions moving offshore and equatorward at
rates (>30 km d-1) consistent with the measured cur-
rent directions (Figure 12). 

During 2005 similar equatorward currents exist-
ed and persisted near the Santa Clara River mouth
for at least 10 days as shown by HF radar data
(Figure 13).  For both events mean currents on the
Santa Pedro Shelf were strongest (>30 cm s-1) during
the first day following river discharge (Figures 12
and 13).  The equatorward currents offshore of the
Santa Clara River mouth were clearly responsible for
transporting the Santa Clara River plume toward the
Santa Monica Bay for a period of at least a week
(Figure 13).  During this time long (~50 km) fila-
ments of turbidity, CDOM and perhaps phytoplank-
ton were observed originating near the Santa Clara
River and extending into the outside of both Santa
Monica and San Pedro Bays (Figure 13).  Both HF
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Figure 9.  Drifter results from the Santa Ana River plume

during contrasting advection conditions. Positions of

each drifter are shown at 10-minute increments.  Sum-

mary statistics for the releases shown in the lower left

of each subfigure.  Mean wind speed vectors shown for

a 6-hour period of time prior to the middle of the obser-

vations from NDBC 46025.  

Figure 10.  Mean alongshore and across-shore current

velocities from river plume drifter deployments.  Along-

shore defined as poleward (positive) and equatorward

(negative), and across-shore defined as onshore (posi-

tive) and offshore (negative).  SCR = Santa Clara River;

SAR = Santa Ana River; and TJR = Tijuana River.
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radar and satellite data suggest that advection of
this plume averaged 15 - 45 cm s-1 each day (mean
= 26 cm s-1), which is fast enough to transport Santa
Clara River water into the center of Santa Monica
Bay in two to six days (mean = 3.5 days).  

We note that plumes from Ballona Creek during
both events were much more difficult to identify
with the satellite imagery than from either the Santa
Clara River or San Pedro Bay regions (Figures 12
and 13), which may be due to the small size and/or
quick dispersal of this plume. 

Satellite and HF radar observations for the
Tijuana River plume show that circulation in the
Tijuana River plume region was complex during
the events (Figure 14).  A counterclockwise eddy
was observed south of Point Loma during February
23 - 26, 2004, which changed to southerly flow con-
ditions on February 27 - 29, 2004.  We note that the
mean daily alongshore currents furthest offshore of
the Tijuana River (region IV, Figure 11b) explained
60%, 51% and 76% of the alongshore mean current
variance in three inshore regions (I – river mouth,

River plume patterns and dynamics within the SCB - 225

Figure 11.  Example mean daily surface currents from the two HF Radar surface current arrays.  Inset boxes show

the regions directly offshore of the river mouths for which mean currents were calculated (see text).  Surface cur-

rents near the Santa Clara River mouth (SCR) from the UCSB HF Radar array (a).  Surface currents near the Tijua-

na River mouth (TJR) from the SIO HF Radar array (b).

(a)

(b)

UCSB HF Array: Surface Currents 24-Mar-2005 12:00:00 (GMT)
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II – north of mouth, III – south of mouth), respec-
tively during the 2004 and 2005 events.  Thus,
although there is spatial variability in the currents,
there was relatively strong coherence in the current
patterns during the events sampled.  

DISCUSSION

Plume Sediment and CDOM Relationships
Although the relations between salinity and sedi-

ment concentrations were poor, the TSS and beam-c
data were adequate to estimate the mass of sediment
in the buoyant river plumes.  To estimate sediment
mass we used a similar spatial integration method as
used in the freshwater volume calculations above.
For each CTD+ station we computed the plume sedi-
ment mass (Sed, in g m-2) by:  

Sed =  ∫ z α [Cp(z) - CO] dz (2)

where Cp is the measured beam-c profile (in m-1)
with respect to depth (z, in m) within the buoyant
plume, CO is the ambient ocean water beam-c
defined from our data to be one m-1 (cf. Figures 4 - 6),
and α is a coefficient (in mg-m L-1) converting
beam-c to suspended-sediment concentration.  As
noted, calculations were limited to the surface buoy-
ant plume by limiting the Sed calculations to por-
tions of the profiles with salinities less than the
plume thresholds discussed above (33.0 and 33.1 psu).
Further, if Cp(z) was less than CO we set [Cp(z) - CO]
equal to zero.  

To calculate α we compared the TSS and beam-c
data from the surface water samples.  A significant
linear relationship forced through the origin was
found between these variables, and beam-c explained
almost half the variability in TSS.  This relationship
was much better during 2004 than 2005 (R2 of 0.61
and 0.39, respectively), although the slopes during
these two periods were not significantly different
(p <0.05).  The correlation differences between TSS
and beam-c may be a result of: (1) differences in
sampling technique – bottle samples versus in situ
optical samples, and/or (2) grain-size variability in
the sediment, which is known to induce significant
variability in α (Baker and Lavelle 1984). Although
it is difficult to assess the causes of the variability in
the data, we note that the value of α derived from
this data (1.65 mg-m L-1) is both near the suggested
value of 1.4 mg-m L-1 for clay and fine silt particles
by Baker and Lavelle (1984) and consistent with data
from the Santa Clara River plume reported by Warrick
et al. (2004a).  Lastly, we note that relationship
between Ffw and Sed was also very poor (R2 = 0.01;
data not shown), which is consistent with other
results discussed above.
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Figure 12.  Four-day time series of true-color satellite

imagery from MODIS Aqua and Terra of the northern

portion of the study area during the 2004 sampling peri-

od.  Velocity vectors are shown from the HF Radar

observations of the Santa Clara River plume area (pink)

and drifter releases offshore of the Santa Ana River

(yellow).  Days without velocity observations are denot-

ed with “nd”.



The calculated mass of sediment contained with-
in the buoyant plumes ranged from O(10) to
O(10,000) t on the various sampled dates, and sedi-
ment mass within each sampled plume generally
decreased with sampling date (Tables 1 and 2).  The
river suspended-sediment concentration, if sediment
mixed conservatively, was estimated by the ratio of
observed plume sediment to plume fresh water
(Tables 1 and 2).  This sediment:water ratio was 0.1
to 1.2 kg m-3 for the first day of sampling from all of
the systems but the Santa Clara (the Santa Clara had

very little water sampled and the first day ratios in
excess of 50 kg m-3).  We note that actual river sus-
pended-sediment concentrations during these events
were likely ~10 times higher than these ratios
(Brownlie and Taylor 1981,  Warrick and Milliman
2003).  Further, although thousands of tonnes of sed-
iment were estimated in the plumes (Tables 1 and 2),
these amounts were consistent to other measure-
ments of southern California river plumes (Mertes
and Warrick 2001) and were considerably less than
the hypothetical amounts of sediment flux from such
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Figure 13.  Ten-day time series of true-color satellite imagery from MODIS Aqua and Terra of the northern portion

of the study area during the 2005 sampling period.  Velocity vectors are also shown from the HF Radar observa-

tions of the Santa Clara River plume area (pink) and drifter releases offshore of the Santa Ana River (yellow).  Days

without velocity observations are denoted with “nd”.



events on the rivers (Brownlie and Taylor 1981).
Thus, we suggest that at least 90% of the river sus-
pended-sediment was not observed on the first day
of sampling, likely due to high rates of particle set-
tling (cf. Warrick et al. 2004a). 

During the subsequent days, both increases and
decreases were observed in the sediment:water ratios
(Tables 1 and 2), which suggests that both losses and
gains of sediment occurred in the sampled plumes.
Gains were especially apparent in the Tijuana River
system (Table 1).  

Transport Forcing
In this section we examined a number of plume

transport forcing parameters to evaluate why the
plumes transported in they manner they did.  Our
techniques closely follow those of Garvine (1995),
Geyer et al. (2000), Fong and Geyer (2002), and
Whitney and Garvine (2005).  

First, the baroclinic height anomaly (hf) was cal-
culated assuming hydrostatic pressure with the baro-
clinic pressure anomaly (Pf), such that,

hf =  Pf / g ρ0 (3a)  

where

Pf =  g ∫ h [ρ0 - ρ(z)] dz (3b) 

and g is the gravitational constant, ρ0 is the ambient
seawater density, ρ(z) is the density at depth z, and h
is the total water depth.  The maximum hf for each
cruise was consistently measured on the first day of
sampling and ranged between 0.0 and 1.7 cm across
the sites (Table 3).  Values of hf were consistently
lower for the Santa Clara River plume than for the
remaining sites.  

Second, the baroclinic velocity anomaly (uf) pro-
vides an estimate for the initial plume velocity asso-
ciated with buoyancy forcing at the river mouth and
was computed using Bernoulli’s equation and hf ,

uf = (2 g hf )0.5 (4)

The maximum values of this baroclinic velocity were
generally 20 - 55 cm s-1 during each cruise (Table 3).  
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Figure 14.  True-color satellite imagery from MODIS

Aqua and Terra of the southern portion of the study

area during the 2004 sampling period.  Mean daily

velocity vectors are also shown from the HF radar

observations of the Tijuana River plume area (pink).

Vectors have been placed on land immediately adjacent

to the sampled regions so that the coastal plumes are

not obscured.



If the plumes resulted in geostrophic momentum
balances, Fong and Geyer (2002) suggest that the
alongshore velocity of this transport can be approxi-
mated by: 

v =  g’ h0 / f L (5)

where g’ is the reduced gravitational constant result-
ing from the plume (equivalent to g∆ρ/ρ0), h0 is the
thickness of the plume nearest the coast, f is the
Coriolis parameter (~8.2 x 10-5 s-1) and L is the
plume width offshore of the coastline.  Using maxi-
mum values for g’ and h0 for each cruise and assum-
ing L was O(10) km, geostophic velocities were
computed to be O(10) cm s-1 (Table 3).  We note that
these velocities would be directed poleward, which is
both smaller and in the opposite direction of the major-
ity of observations presented here (Figures 12 - 14).

We next looked into the effects of winds on the
buoyant river following a number of previous studies
(e.g., Chao 1988,  Munchow and Garvine 1993,
Kourafalou et al. 1996,  Geyer et al. 2000,  Whitney
and Garvine 2005).  We examined both wind speed
and wind stress, and wind speed provided the best
correlations with plume velocity observations, con-
sistent with the theory and observations presented by
Garvine (1991) and Whitney and Garvine (2005).
Mean alongshore currents measured by the drifters
were significantly correlated to local alongshore
wind speed (R2 = 0.66, p <0.01; Figure 15).

Maximum correlation was found for the mean winds
occurring during the 6-hour prior to the middle of
the drifter release period. 

Stronger correlations were found between mean
daily wind stress and mean daily plume velocity
immediately offshore of the river mouths from the
HF radar data (Figure 16).  High correlations were
found at zero lag for 24-hour averages (R2 = 0.68 -
0.71), but peak correlations occurred for mean 24-hour
winds that were lagged by three hours compared to
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Figure 15.  The relation between alongshore wind speed

and mean alongshore surface currents measured for

drifters.  Maximum correlation occurs for the mean

wind stress during the six hours prior to the deploy-

ment.  Alongshore defined as poleward (positive) and

equatorward (negative).  Rivers plumes monitored

include the Santa Clara River (SCR), Santa Ana River

(SAR) and Tijuana River (TJR).
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Table 3.  Plume forcing statistics from the CTD+ casts during 2004 and 2005.



currents (R2 = 0.71 - 0.74; Figure 16).  This observa-
tion is consistent with a multiple hour lag for maxi-
mum correlation in wind-plume response by
Munchow and Garvine (1993) and Geyer et al.
(2000).  For the regions immediately offshore of the
Santa Clara and Tijuana river mouths, mean daily
wind stress explained 71 - 74% of the alongshore
surface current variance and captured most of the
temporal shifts in these currents (Figure 16).  Across-
shore surface currents were somewhat poorly correlat-
ed with wind speed (maximum R2 = 0.28 - 0.44, data
not shown). 

Further evaluation of the influence of wind can
be provided by a framework suggested by Whitney
and Garvine (2005).  They propose that the wind
stress index (Ws) can determine whether a plume’s
along-shelf flow is wind- or buoyancy-driven, where
Ws is the ratio of buoyancy-driven velocity (udis) and
the wind-driven alongshore velocity (uwind).  The first
variable can be evaluated by either considering a
two-layer system in geostrophic balance, which may
be reduced to:

udis =  K-1 (2 g’r Q f)1/4 (6)

where K is the dimensionless current width (or
Kelvin number), which is ~1 for southern California
plumes (Warrick et al. 2004b), g’r is the reduced
gravity of the river water (~0.24 m s-2 assuming 32

psu ambient seawater and 0 psu river water both at
10ºC), Q is the volumetric river discharge rate, and f
is the Coriolis parameter, or by using Equation 4 to
solve for uf if the plume is not geostrophic.
Assuming a barotropic wind response, a steady state
momentum balance between wind stress and bottom
stress, and quadratic drag laws, Whitney and Garvine
(2005) suggest that uwind can be estimated by:

uwind =  {(ρair / ρ) (C10/CDa)}1/2 U (7)

where ρair and ρ are the density of air and seawater,
C10 and CDa are the drag coefficients for the air-sea
boundary and the seabed, and U is the alongshore
component of the wind speed.  It can be shown that
uwind is equal to ~0.0265U under the assumptions
given above (Whitney and Garvine 2005).  When the
absolute value of Ws is less than one, a river-induced
buoyancy current should dominate.  However when
Ws is greater than one, the plume should be dominat-
ed by wind-driven flow.  Upwelling-favorable winds
will arrest or, perhaps, reverse a buoyant geostrophic
coastal current, whereas downwelling-favorable
winds will enhance the current.  

Using this framework, we computed Ws for the
time series of daily mean discharge and wind records
surround the sampled events.  On peak days of river
discharge |Ws| ranged between 0.3 and 0.8 (Table 3).
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Figure 16.  The relation between mean daily alongshore wind speed ( ) and mean daily surface currents of river

plumes from HF radar (O) during sampled events.  Santa Clara River plume with 24-hour mean wind speed from

the NDBC East Santa Barbara Channel buoy (46053) lagged by a 3-hour preceding period (a).  Tijuana River plume

with 24-hour mean wind speed from the NDBC San Clemente Basin buoy (46086) lagged by 3 hours (b).  Correla-

tion coefficients given for the linear regression between currents and winds. Alongshore defined as poleward

(positive) and equatorward (negative).
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Peak winds often occurred within 1 - 3 days after the
peak discharge, during which |Ws| ranged from 1.5 to
over 2, suggesting wind-driven flow (Whitney and
Garvine 2005).  If the assumptions made above hold,
then the linear slope between U and uwind should be
approximately 0.0265.  Using data presented in
Figures 15 and 16, we computed linear slopes
between winds and currents that were somewhat
higher but statistically indistinguishable from this
theoretical value (Table 3). 

Finally, we computed the wind strain timescale
(ttilt), which is defined by the time is takes for Ekman
transport to either compress a plume toward the
shoreline during downwelling winds or expand a plume
offshore by upwelling winds by a scale of 2 (Whitney
and Garvine 2005), and can be approximated by:

ttilt =  (K R h1 ρf) / (16 |τsx|) (8)

where K is approximately 1 (Warrick et al. 2004b),
the internal Rossby radius (R) is approximately 104,
the plume thickness (h1) is ~3 m, ρ is ~1024 kg m-3,
and the alongshore wind stress (τsx) is calculated
with the quadratic drag laws described above.  Using
Equation 8, ttilt values for wind speeds of 2, 4 and 8
m s-1 were computed to be 8, 2 and 0.5 hours,
respectively.  Thus, for the wind speeds typically
observed during and immediately following river
discharge events (cf. Figures 16 and 17), the effect of
wind occurs on time-scales much shorter than a day.

General Plume Patterns
Previous studies have established, primarily

through the use of satellite imagery, that southern
California river plumes are transported 10s of kilo-
meters offshore.  Our study indicates that alongshore
movement of these plumes can be more prevalent
than across-shore movement.  Mean daily alongshore
plume advection, as measured by drifters, HF radar
and satellite was as high as 50 cm s-1, suggesting that
contaminants discharged from a river system can be
quickly transported to coastal waters offshore of
adjacent basins.  This was especially apparent for the
Santa Clara River plume, which was observed to
extend toward Santa Monica Bay during all of our
observations. 

The plumes were also found to retain their
integrity as they advected along the coast.  While the
salinity signature of the river discharge changed dra-

matically within the first kilometer of mixing with
ocean water (i.e., inshore of our ship measurements),
the plumes were clearly distinguishable as a water
mass for at least five days following a storm.  This
distinction was apparent in both lateral and vertical
dimensions, extending 10s of kilometers and several
meters, respectively.  Unfortunately we could not
calculate rates of vertical mixing with the CTD+
data, largely because of the strong lateral movements
that prevented resampling of water masses.

Although there is widespread consensus that
local wind stress explains little of the current vari-
ability within the Southern California Bight (e.g.,
Lentz and Winant 1986,  Noble et al. 2002,  Hickey
et al. 2003), we found that wind was an important,
and often the dominant, forcing function for trans-
port of the river plumes.  We note that although wind
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(a)  48 hours prior to peak discharge

(b)  48 hours following peak discharge

Wind Speed (m s-1)

Figure 17.  Wind rosettes from the East Santa Barbara

Channel (NDBC 46053) during the 48 hours prior to and

following peak discharge in the Santa Clara River from

15-minute discharge data.  Wind is oriented to the direc-

tion from which the wind originated and was compiled

for the 18 events in excess of 25 m3 s-1 during the peri-

od overlapping records (1994 - 2004).



explained only 66% of the alongshore current vari-
ability as measured by the drifters, we did not
attempt to remove tidal effects from these data,
which would likely improve correlations.  

Because winter storms are related to broad
atmospheric low-pressure systems moving across
southern California, wind patterns are commonly
poleward (downwelling) prior to river discharge and
equatorward (upwelling) following discharge
(Winant and Dorman 1997,  Nezlin and Stein 2005).
An example of this can be seen in the winds of the
Santa Barbara Channel during the 48 hours before
and after river discharge events (Figure 17).  During
the 48 hours following a discharge event, winds are
four times more likely to be upwelling (from the
west) than downwelling, and ~80% of these winds
are greater than 4 m s-1.  Post-storm variability in
wind stress will be related to broad atmospheric con-
ditions across the eastern Pacific and western North
America.  The 11-day period of upwelling winds fol-
lowing the March 2005 event (Figure 16a) was relat-
ed to a transition to spring conditions of upwelling-
dominated wind and appears to be uncommonly long.
Post-storm upwelling winds appear to more com-
monly last only one to five days following an event.  

We note here that wind explained more of the
surface current variance immediately offshore of the
Tijuana River mouth than for any of the adjacent
coastal subregions measured with HF radar (Figure 18).
Hydrographic surveys of this broad region show that
freshwater-induced stratification was consistently
strongest immediately offshore of the river during
the time considered.  These combined results are
consistent with observations that shallow stratifica-
tion increases the response of surface currents to
wind stress (e.g., Chao 1988,  Kourafalou et al.
1996).  The poor-relationship (R2 = 0.36) in the off-
shore region was consistent both with lower meas-
ured levels of stratification in this region and with
the observation by Lentz and Winant (1986) that
wind stress becomes less important in the momentum
balance with depth on the southern California shelf. 

Thus, wind explained a majority of the plume
transport variance over temporal scales of days.  Due
to the temporal coherence of winds and river dis-
charge (e.g., Figure 17), river plumes are commonly
observed to flow to the left after leaving the river
mouths, which is opposite of the expected direction
due to Coriolis (Yankovsky and Chapman 1997).
Although wind-dominance is observed in a number
of river plume systems throughout the world (e.g.,

Hickey et al. 2005,  Pinones et al. 2005,  Whitney
and Garvine 2005), we note that the southern
California plumes are distinctive in that the dis-
charge events occur over time scales of hours and
the winds are temporally coherent with discharge
and have time scales of days.  Thus, the upwelling
wind-dominance of southern California river plumes
is a common condition.  Other river plumes have
much longer discharge events, which may or may
not be coherent with winds, resulting in less regular
wind-dominance or alternating direction of wind-
dominance (Hickey et al. 2005,  Pinones et al. 2005,
Whitney and Garvine 2005).  

We fully expect that other factors, such as river
discharge inertia, buoyancy-related currents, tidal
currents, and non-wind generated subtidal currents,
also have significant effects on plume advection
within specific scales of space and time.  For exam-
ple, tidal currents were observed in the hourly HF
radar data with magnitudes of 5 - 15 cm s-1, and
although these currents are important to instanta-
neous plume advection, they generally induced no
net current over daily time scales.  Further, we com-
puted values of plume-induced baroclinic velocities
of up to 20 - 55 cm s-1 (Table 3), which suggests that
initial advection of the plumes from the river mouths
was quite rapid in response to this buoyancy.  The
initial advection was also likely influenced by river
discharge inertia from the velocity of the river flux
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Figure 18.  Maximum correlation coefficient (R2) for lin-

ear regression between lagged mean daily alongshore

wind speed at NDBC 46086 and mean daily alongshore

HF radar surface currents within the four regions iden-

tified in Figure 11b.



(~50 cm s-1; cf. Warrick et al. 2004b).  The jet-like
plume shapes observed by satellite on February 26,
2004 (Figure 12) likely result from these high initial
velocities (cf. Garvine 1995).  We calculate that the
four visible plume fronts in this image advected ~20
km from the river mouths, which is equivalent to a
mean velocity of ~45 cm s-1 since the peak discharge
of the rivers (cf. Figure 2).  We note that these initial
(i.e., 12-hour) velocities appear to be strongly
across-shore in direction, which differs from the
alongshore-dominated transport measured later dur-
ing the events.  Lastly, geostrophic velocities were
computed to be small compared to actual observed
velocities and also directed in the opposite direction
of the majority of observations.  Thus, we suggest
that geostrophic flows were generally much weaker
than wind-induced flows, which is consistent with
calculations of Ws and ttilt above and Santa Monica Bay
observations of Washburn et al. (2003).  Summarizing,
plume advection appears to be dominated by river
discharge inertia and buoyancy within a few hours
and kilometers of the river mouth, while winds dom-
inate plume advection during the following days. 

Accurately describing these storm-induced river
plumes required a combination of assessment tools.
Ships provided the best information, but the rapidity
of plume evolution outpaced ship movement while
sampling.  Even with the large number of ships that
were mustered for this study, we found that almost
half of the plume water volume occurred outside of
the area able to be sampled within the first study day.
In addition we found that ships were unable to sam-
ple on several of the days most critical to plume evo-
lution, as the high winds that typically follow a storm
event led to an unsafe sea state (cf. Nezlin et al. 2007b). 

Satellites provided a valuable synoptic view, but
once or twice per day (at best) frequency of the mod-
erate-resolution polar orbiting satellites is temporally
insufficient to describe the rapidly evolving plume.
Moreover, these images are often obscured by cloud
cover (Nezlin et al. 2007b), further reducing their
temporal resolution.  High frequency radar provided
a continuous synoptic view but only provided sur-
face currents, without definition of plume edge.
Drifters provided a Lagrangian perspective of sur-
face currents that could be utilized real-time to track
plume advection or in retrospective analyses of cur-
rent forcing.  Although not utilized here, we suggest
that autonomous underwater vehicles (AUVs) would
fill important information gaps on the movement and
mixing of water properties when ships are not able to

sail and cloud-cover prevents satellite observations.
When combined altogether we found that these tech-
niques provided essential information to track
plumes and better understand the transport of water-
shed-derived pollutants and pathogens in the coastal
ocean. 

Future identification of discharged river water
and its water quality impacts throughout the
Southern California Bight will require tracers of the
discharged water and pollutants.  Although salinity is
surely the best plume tracer, it can only be readily
measured in situ with conductivity/temperature sen-
sors, which limits the timing and locations of obser-
vations.  Measurements of salinity from remote plat-
forms have great potential and would provide a valu-
able synoptic overview, but these observations are
presently limited to an experimental basis using air-
borne sensors.  Further, it is not clear how well these
emerging capabilities will be able to adequately
resolve and characterize the small-scale variability
and narrow ranges of salinity often observed in these
coastal regions.  Our results suggest that the optical
properties of CDOM may be effectively exploited to
track plumes in southern California and could serve
as better tracers than suspended sediment or turbidity
observations.  This is especially relevant for future
identification and tracking of plumes with remotely
sensed imagery (e.g., Mertes and Warrick 2001,  Nezlin
et al. 2005), and we suggest further investigation of
the use of CDOM absorption and other satellite
ocean-color derived products to monitor the distribu-
tion of plumes and assess their ecological impacts.  

The combined use of ship-based sampling and
remotely sensed ocean imagery provided new
insights into the patterns and dynamics of river
plumes offshore of the largest southern California
watersheds.  Plumes were observed to quickly move
from the river mouths and to respond strongly and
quickly to winds.  The combined measurements
clearly show how plume waters were transported to
adjacent portions of the Southern California Bight
within days of discharge.  This suggests that water
quality and ecological impacts from outflow of a
watershed may be exhibited in portions of the coastal
ocean far from this source watershed.  Considering
that these plumes are important vectors for land-
based pollutants, pathogens and nutrients, better
understanding is needed of the water quality and
ecological implications and impacts of these plumes.
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Environmental Defense Sciences 

 
723 East Green Street, Pasadena, CA  91101   Tel: 626-744-1766   Fax: 626-744-1734 

 
 
February 3, 2012  
 
Jeanine Townsend 
Clerk to the Board 
State Water Resources Control Board 
1001 I St., 24th Floor 
Sacramento, CAA 95814 
 
Submitted via email 
 
 Subject:  TMDL for DDT 
 
Dear Ms. Townsend and State Board members:  
 
The purpose of this letter is to express my professional opinion that the proposed Total Maximum 
Daily Load for Toxic Pollutants in Dominguez Channel and Greater Los Angeles and Long Beach 
Harbor Waters (TMDL), as it applies to DDT, has no reasonable scientific basis, based upon a review 
of specific statements in the TMDL that are related to DDT.  In addition, the actuality that the TMDL 
has no reasonable scientific basis is also demonstrated by the fact that “special studies,” like those 
referenced in Paragraph 8 of the Preamble to the State Board’s proposed adopting resolution released 
on January 25, 2012, are deemed necessary by the water boards to provide a reasonable scientific basis 
for the TMDL at some point in the future.  
 
First and foremost, the numbers for DDT flux into the Harbor system that are presented in Tables B-1 
through B-8 of Appendix II are in fact made up out of whole cloth by the TMDL modelers because the 
modelers had no measured DDT concentrations for the inflows.  They simply ascribed a DDT 
concentration to the sediment flowing into the Harbor.  Excerpting from Appendix B to Appendix II: 
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In other words, there were no sediment concentration data in the stream flows so it was assumed that 
the inflowing sediment had DDT concentrations similar to Harbor sediments, despite the 
acknowledgement that DDT is a “legacy” pollutant.  Thus the estimated fluxes of DDT into the Harbor 
have no reasonable scientific basis and the numbers for DDT in Tables B-1 through B-8 are just 
unsupported conjecture at best.   
 
This conclusion is further supported by the statements in the TMDL on page 45 of Appendix II:  
 

 
 
In other words, what data were available showed few detectable levels of DDT in the storm waters 
entering the Harbor system.  Despite this seeming lack of detectable DDT in the inflows the TMDL 
claims that 8,912 gram/yr of DDT is entering the Harbor system (sum of DDT fluxes to the Harbor in 
Tables B-1 through B-8).  However, even if this were the case, the TMDL analysis shows that the 
impact of this on the Harbor sediments is essentially negligible.   
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Here is what the TMDL states about the Harbor sediments and DDT inflow flux in Appendix III (page 
III-74): 
 

 
 
In other words, the TMDL states that the modeling indicates that there is minimal influence of upland 
sources and that the concentrations of DDT in the Harbor sediments are in fact reducing, as is also the 
case for PAHs (see Figures 8 and 9 of Appendix III).  Although similar graphs to Figures 8 and 9 are 
not provided for DDT in the TMDL, the modeling results given in Table 6 above mirror those for 
PAH.  It can be seen  that the average concentration of DDT over the four year modeling period is 
much less than the starting maximum, which implies that the sediment DDT concentrations are 
actually going down significantly over the four year modeling period.  So despite the large influx of 
DDT postulated to exist in the storm waters, the Harbor sediment DDT concentrations decayed.  
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Furthermore, the difference between having these hypothetical upland sources and not having them 
made little difference to the model results; the concentration of DDT in the Harbor sediments decayed 
in both cases, as is acknowledged above in the TMDL.  
 
Similarly, the “current” loads of DDT to the Harbor sediments presented in pages 19-21 of the Final 
Staff Report are invented numbers that are arrived at by using the computed sediment mass flux to the 
Harbor bed multiplied by the existing sediment concentration in each section of the Harbor and, as 
such, the numbers bear no relationship to any actual deposition of DDT into the Harbor sediments.  As 
is acknowledged elsewhere in the TMDL (see quotation above), the concentration of DDT in the 
Harbor sediments is decaying in part because of the deposition of cleaner sediments. 
 
In summary, the TMDL analysis of DDT has no reasonable scientific basis.  The proper technical 
conditions for a DDT TMDL are not present, and the technical TMDL provides no rational basis upon 
which the Regional Board can make sound management and implementation decisions with regard to 
DDT. 
 

 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
E. John List, Ph.D., P.E. 
Principal Consultant 
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The TMDLs for legacy chemicals are not based 
on reliable technical information or analysis

 Technical problems:
 Incomplete and likely incorrect conceptual model
 Loads have not been properly accounted for or modeled
 TMDLs are based only on an estimated deposition pattern
 TMDLs are “sediment-only”, ignore the system, and will be 

difficult to implement
 Management consequences
 Decisions will not be supported by sound science
 Correcting the above problems will become increasingly 

difficult as management actions are set into motion
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Major technical issues

 TMDLs are based on a belief (not data or modeling) that 
sediments are the source and will remain constant
 TMDLs based only on estimated solids deposition and 

ignore the system including solids inputs and by-pass
 Atmospheric loads were incorrectly assigned to sediments
 Extremely low target levels have been chosen despite the 

known uncertainties associated with their use
 The derivation process has not relied on the state’s own 

SQO guidance
 The TMDL derivation method and proposed implementation 

are unique to the LA Region
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Assimilative capacity has been ignored

 Because sediments are treated only as the source, 
their important role for assimilative capacity has been 
missed
 The inputs of solids into and out of the system are 

critical aspects for assimilative capacity
 Because these are critical aspects, the TMDL’s failure 

to account for them renders it unsound and unreliable
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