
From: Sarah Dukett
To: Reed, Charles@Waterboards
Subject: 10-8-2015 2036884 CARMEL ANGELO, COUNTY OF MENDOCINO 10-8-2015
Date: Thursday, October 08, 2015 2:04:34 PM
Attachments: TMDL Comments - Mendocino County 10.8.15.pdf
Importance: High

Dear Mr. Reed:

On behalf of the Mendocino County Chief Executive Officer and Water Agency General
Manager, please see the attached comments on the Draft Staff Report for the Action Plan for
the Russian River Watershed Pathogen Indicator Bacteria Total Maximum Daily Load.  In
addition, the original hard copy is in the mail. If you have any questions or would like further
information, please contact me at duketts@co.mendocino.ca.us or (707)463-4441. 

Thank you,

Sarah Dukett

 

Sarah Dukett
Administrative Analyst II
County of Mendocino Executive Office
Office: 707.463.4441
Fax: 707.463.5649
Email: duketts@co.mendocino.ca.us
website: www.co.mendocino.ca.us
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October 8, 2015 
 
 
California Regional Water Quality Control Board 
North Coast Region  
Attn: Charles Reed 
5550 Skyline Blvd., Ste. A 
Santa Rosa, CA 95403-1072 
 
RE: Comments on the Draft Staff Report for the Action Plan for the Russian River Watershed 
Pathogen Indicator Bacteria Total Maximum Daily Load 
 
Dear North Coast Regional Water Quality Control Board:  
 
Mendocino County appreciates the opportunity to comment on the Draft Staff Report for the Action 
Plan for the Russian River Watershed Pathogen Indicator Bacteria Total Maximum Daily Load.  We 
commend the Board for its intensive efforts to seek input from various constituencies and 
stakeholders.  The comments below address the County of Mendocino’s concerns.   
 
Chapter 2 – Problem Identification: Standards and Indicators 
 
The presence of Bacteroides rRNA has been cited as evidence that the waters of the Upper Russian 
River have been impacted by human-specific pathogens. However, Section 2.2.1.3 states that there 
was “a 32% false-positive rate with potential for cross-sensitivity with swine species.” It is important 
to recognize that there is a significant population of feral swine throughout much of Mendocino 
County, including the watersheds that have been designated as Low Priority Areas. Similarly, another 
study cited in this section reported that “the HuBac marker showed cross-sensitivity with feces from 
other animal hosts, most prominently with cats, dogs, and chickens.” Those three species are also 
commonly found throughout the Upper Russian River watershed. Any assessment of pathogen 
loading based on Bacteroides data should consider the contribution of feral cross-sensitive species. 
 
The presence of Bacteroides rRNA has been cited as evidence that the waters of the Upper Russian 
River have been impacted by human-specific pathogens. However, the Draft Staff Report fails to 
indicate whether the RNA fragments detected can be attributed solely to bacteria that were 
previously present and viable in the water column or whether, like caffeine and pharmaceutical 
compounds, they are inert remnants of domestic wastewater that were able to survive the on-site 
treatment process. Section 2.2.1.2 states “While disinfection processes kill bacteria cells and eliminate 
the risk of illness to humans, pieces of the nucleic acids that comprise the bacterial DNA may persist 
in the water post-death in a non-viable state.” So the question remains: are Bacteroides rRNA 
fragments a true indicator of direct contamination of a water body by viable pathogens, or are they the 
byproduct of an effectively operating treatment system? 
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Chapter 3 – Evidence of Impairment 
 
This section states that “In summary, all surface streams and river reaches in the Russian River 
Watershed are impaired by pathogen indicator bacteria, which are found in concentrations that 
exceed the bacteria water quality objective and U.S. EPA’s national bacteria criteria for protection of 
recreation.” This statement is followed by seven supporting statements. The first three cite the 
discovery of fecal coliform bacteria, E. coli bacteria, and enterococci bacteria “measured in several 
streams in the watershed that indicate a potential risk of illness during water contact recreation.” 
(underline added for emphasis). The fourth supporting statement states that “Human-specific and 
bovine-specific Bacteroides bacteria are found in almost all sampling locations in the watershed.” 
(underline added for emphasis). The fifth supporting statement states that “Bacteria species that are 
potential human pathogens are found at numerous locations in the watershed.” (underline added for 
emphasis). Not one of the seven statements clearly defends the assertion that all surface streams and 
river reaches in the Russian River Watershed are impaired by pathogen indicator bacteria. None of 
these statements can be used to support the inclusion of the entirety of Redwood Valley, Talmage, 
Dry Creek, Feliz Creek, Pieta Creek, York Creek, or the entire East Fork of the Russian River in the 
list of Low Priority Areas subject to the requirements of an Advanced Management Protection Plan, as 
specified in Chapter 9 of the Draft Staff Report. 
 
In the assessments of bacteria data presented in this chapter, the only samples collected in Mendocino 
County that exceeded the threshold levels for E. coli  bacteria were collected from the Russian River 
at Commisky Station Road (1 of 18 samples collected there). Six other sampling stations in 
Mendocino County failed to exceed the statistical threshold. Of the samples collected in Mendocino 
County to test for enterococci bacteria, those collected from the Russian River at Vichy Springs Road 
and at Talmage Road were below the statistical threshold level.  The identification of Low Priority 
Areas subject to an Advanced Management Protection Plan should be supported by clear 
demonstration of threshold exceedance. 
 
Chapter 4 – Numeric Targets 
 
This chapter acknowledges that “The U.S. EPA has recommended E. coli and enterococci bacteria 
concentration [be used] as an indicator of health risk from water contact recreation.” Hence these two 
pollutants, and not Bacteroides rRNA, will be used to set the Total Maximum Daily Load values. 
These two measures alone should be considered for the determination of which areas shall be 
included in High Priority and Low Priority Areas. 
 
Chapter 5 – Source Analysis 
 
The contribution of avian fecal contamination should be strongly considered, along with that of all 
forms of wildlife, in any study of the Russian River watershed, especially the Upper Russian River 
area. Unfortunately, Section 5.1 indicates that fecal matter from gulls and pelicans were able to be 
identified. Gulls are virtually absent from the Upper  
Russian River watershed during the summer season, and are common only on Lake Mendocino during 
the other seasons. Pelicans are exceedingly rare (very few historic records) in the watershed at all 
times of the year.  A more meaningful analysis should consider the contribution of ducks and geese, 
which are quite common in the watershed at all times of the year. 
 
Section 5.4.1 introduces the concept of low density versus high density Onsite Wastewater Treatment 
Systems (OSWS), also known as septic systems. This differentiation is important in later sections of 
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the Draft Staff Report, and needs to be clearly defined. For Mendocino County, we suggest the 
following definitions: High Density = More than seven contiguous parcels with < 1 Acre per septic 
system; Low Density = fewer than eight contiguous parcels with < 1 Acre per septic system. 
 
Section 5.4.3 addresses the potential impact of homeless encampments, but fails to quantify the 
potential impact of this particular source due to the lack of any reliable study, or even an estimate of 
the number and size of the alleged encampments. Similarly, Section 5.4.5 asserts that pet waste is a 
contributing source of pathogen degradation, but admits that the baseline assessments, “did not 
explicitly evaluate the contribution of pet waste to the bacteria concentrations in surface waters.” 
This failure to substantiate and analyze the contribution of these sources calls into question the need 
for their inclusion in the required Bacteria Load Reduction Plan. 
 
This document fails to adequately consider and acknowledge the uncontrolled contribution of fecal 
contamination from the great number of wild animals that visit and inhabit the Russian River and its 
tributaries, especially during the dry summer season, and especially in the rural expanses of 
Mendocino County. Pigs, deer, geese, raccoons, skunks, bear and many other species are drawn to the 
riparian habitat for food and water. This naturally occurring contribution must be factored into the 
Total Maximum Daily Load, especially for tributaries. 
 
Chapter 9 – Implementation 
 
In Table 9.1 and in 9.2.7 et seq., High Density and Low Density areas must be clearly defined. For 
Mendocino County, we suggest the following definitions: High Density = More than seven contiguous 
parcels with < 1 Acre per septic system; Low Density = fewer than eight contiguous parcels with < 1 
Acre per septic system. 
 
The list of Low Priority Areas in Section 9.2.7 includes those areas with a high density of OWTS in 
Talmage and Redwood Valley. There are no clear boundaries to either of those communities. The 
intended extent of “Talmage” and “Redwood Valley” must be defined. 
 
The list of Low Priority Areas in Section 9.2.7 includes those areas where OWTS are located within 
600 feet of listed streams. Please indicate which Mill Creek is intended – the one in Sonoma or 
Mendocino County.  
 
The list of Low Priority Areas in Section 9.2.7 includes those areas where OWTS are located within 
600 feet of listed streams. Dry Creek is included in that list. Please indicate which section of Dry 
Creek is intended – the section above Lake Sonoma, the section below Lake Sonoma, or the entire 
stream. 
 
Although none of the High Priority Areas are located within Mendocino County, it seems that the 
requirement for the replacement of all septic systems in those areas within three years will be nearly 
impossible to accomplish. Please designate a reasonable time frame for this requirement. 
 
In Section 9.2.7.2, the intent of the OWTS inspection program should be reworded as follows: “All 
existing OWTS in Low Priority Areas . . . shall be inspected within three years of the effective date of 
the TMDL to ascertain whether the OWTS is functioning properly to the extent that the OWTS does 
not require major repair, as defined in Section 1.0 of the Basin Plan’s OWTS.” The remainder of the 
original wording ( . . . or is not affecting, or will not affect groundwater or surface water to a  degree 
that makes it unfit for drinking or other uses, or is not causing a human health or other public 
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nuisance condition) calls for evaluations that are not supported by the scope of the inspection 
protocol as specified in Section 9.2.7.3. At a minimum, extensive soil and groundwater sampling and 
geotechnical analysis would be required to support the statements that we have suggested be 
removed. Similarly, that language should be removed from subsequent sections of Chapter 9. 
 
In Section 9.2.7.3, the hydrostatic test required by Item 4 should be limited to the effective working 
volume of the tank (up to and below the effluent port). 
 
In Section 9.2.7.3, the determination of “depth of seasonal groundwater level” should be deleted or 
limited to that time in which the inspection is conducted. A complete analysis of seasonal variability 
of groundwater levels is an expensive and time-consuming process, and one which has become 
especially problematic during the recent extended drought. 
 
In Section 9.2.7.3, the determination of separation between leaching surface and groundwater or 
bedrock should be revised or eliminated. The problems associated with the depth to groundwater 
analysis are identified in the previous comment. In order to determine the depth to bedrock, a 
backhoe will often be required to dig a suitable test pit adjacent to the homeowner’s leachfield.  This 
will cause a great deal of disruption to established landscaping and may require the removal of fences 
or other structures in order to gain access to the leachfield area. An alternative suggestion would be 
the use of a hand auger to verify that a minimum separation exists. 
 
In Section 9.2.7.4, the prohibition of effluent disposal on or above the ground surface (Item 3) should 
be modified to acknowledge the acceptability of at-grade and drip systems that apply effluent on or 
above native grade, but are then covered by at least twelve inches of topsoil. 
 
The requirements for Mendocino County to prepare a Bacteria Load Reduction Plan (BLRP) must 
recognize the limitations of legal authority and financial resources. This County will need to rely on 
significant financial support from the State of California or other sources in order to address several of 
the items suggested or required for the plan, including but not limited to source reduction by 
providing restroom facilities for recreational use and the homeless, the installation of barriers to 
discourage illegal camping under bridges, and the collection and analysis of  water samples to monitor 
the effectiveness of actions taken to comply with this new unfunded mandate from the State. 
 
Chapter 10 – Monitoring 
 
Mendocino County would consider accepting a State grant to collect samples at the two recreational 
beaches identified in Table 10.1, similar to the Ocean Beach Monitoring Grant that we receive to 
sample bacteria levels at select ocean beaches in the county. 
 
Chapter 12 – Economic Considerations 
 
The Estimated Cost Range for Wastewater Treatment Compliance Measure (for) Individual OWTS 
presented in Table 12-2 appears to be significantly underestimated when compared with recent costs 
incurred for identical or similar services in Mendocino County. The construction costs for single 
home systems are undervalued and fail to include both design costs and permitting fees. Operation 
and Monitoring costs typically match or exceed the high estimate for each category. The data should 
be revised to reflect current values in this region. 
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The Draft Staff Report estimates that the extensive OWTS certification inspection that will be 
required within three years of the effective date of the TMDL will cost from $350 to $1,500. According 
to local professionals qualified to perform these inspections, the required reports will likely cost $850 
to $6000, depending on whether backhoe services and groundwater monitoring are required. The 
volume of tests that must be completed in the initial three-year period will be a significant economic 
drain on the communities. These cost estimates should be revised to reflect current values in this 
region. 
 
The communities of Redwood Valley and Talmage are listed as Low Priority Areas that would require 
initial testing of all systems. According to 2010 census data, there are 676 housing units in Redwood 
Valley, all of them on septic systems. Of the housing units in Redwood Valley, 26% are rentals. 
Approximately 8% of the families are below the poverty level. According to the same census data, 
there are 382 housing units in Talmage, all of them on septic systems. In addition, 45% of the housing 
units are rentals and 29% of the families are below the poverty level. Based on the composition of the 
communities affected, it seems very unlikely that we will be able to achieve compliance with the 
monitoring requirements within the initial three-year period. The scope of investigation required for 
these initial inspections of existing septic systems should be revised to provide an appropriate level of 
information at a reasonable cost. 
 
Again, we appreciate the opportunity to comment and look forward to working with North Coast 
Regional Water Quality Control Board in the future.  If you have any questions or would like further 
information, please contact the Mendocino County Executive Office at (707) 463-4441. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Carmel J. Angelo 
Chief Executive Officer 
Water Agency General Manager  
County of Mendocino 
 
CC: Board of Supervisors, Mendocino County  
  
  
  
 






