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To begin, this document is one of the most complex of those we have encountered on water quality issues addressed by your Board.  Your staff has been working about five or more years on the background for this document.  The whole package is well over 600 pages and much of it is highly technical and not readily understood by a layperson.  Yet, because of its vast determination to regulate ALL PATHOGENS in the Russian River watershed (including tributaries), its consequences will have a profound effect on our community and our lives.

In light of this, we fully support the County of Sonoma in their comments on this Draft Action Plan and their concern about the impacts to our community from this TMDL.  They made a strong case that notices announcing three public meetings to be held in late September, were not adequate and that most people affected by this endeavor heard nothing about it.  Regional Board staff held two Sonoma County meetings, the first had almost 100 people attending and the second about 50.  That is a miniscule percentage of the many thousands who will be affected by this TMDL proposal.
More time is needed….

Thousands of properties will be heavily impacted by this TMDL, the owners of which mostly know nothing about what is being planned even though it states on page 1-6, “….use of Basin Plan Amendment  to tie together numerous actions by the Regional Water Board to ensure that persons subject to regulations have the opportunity to  participate in the process of developing the implementation plan.”  The subjects of this Action Plan need more assurance and more time to understand the vast implications within this process.  These actions are detailed at great length on pages 9-17 through 9-22, but there is virtually no information on to whom they will apply. 

I personally will probably have to submit these comments before they are fully organized.  I apologize in advanced if some comments seem out of order.

RRWPC requests that you delay approval of this Draft Action Plan and adoption of the TMDL at this time.  In fact, your own document gives good reason to pause this process since, on page 7-2 it states: “To ensure that this TMDL is protective, staff recommends that this TMDL not go before the State Board for adoption until after the State Bacteria objective is adopted.  An update may be necessary to conform with the new statewide objectives, should they be more restrictive than the national criteria.”  (State Board is currently updating Inland Surface Water Plan and Enclosed Bays and Estuaries Plan for pathogens.)
The 45 day time comment period, simply has not been enough for responders to absorb all of this material and write/submit appropriate comments. Due to a lack of due diligence regarding notices to affected parties,  most are unaware it is happening. 
Please consider our request to add another two months to public comment period and also provide better notice to the people in high priority septic areas who will be affected by your action.  They should be identified, notified, and offered another meeting to inform them of potential actions and how they will be affected. 
RRWPC acknowledges that some septic systems in the watershed might need remediation.  We support regulation that includes inspection program that would identify and repair inadequately functioning systems.  We also know that there are some low cost septic repair solutions that may not be fully supported by governmental agencies at this time.  We need a full array of choices for resolving these issues in an affordable manner because many local people may not be eligible for financial assistance, or the anticipated assistance may not be forthcoming.  We don’t think all options have to be put on the table as of this time or have been thus far.  We do not need an all-encompassing program that considers every bacteria a threat to human health and the environment.  This approach is far too extreme.
The TMDL sets forth the following discharge prohibition:

Discharges of waste containing fecal waste material from humans or domestic animals to waters of the state within the Russian River Watershed that cause or contribute to an exceedance of the bacteria water quality objectives not authorized by waste discharge requirements or other order or action of the Regional or State Water Board are prohibited.

To fulfill this goal, it would seem that the Agency would have to establish that fecal matter from a specific septic system is ending up in a waterway.  We are concerned however, that you will assume this is occurring just by virtue of its location, or the size of its lot, or the age of its system, or any similar designation.  The big bone of contention is that people on septics want evidence that THEIR tank is failing.  Septic fixes are notoriously expensive and it is unknown what funds would be available to the community for repairs.  This is one of the most low income communities in Sonoma County.  But that does not mean the people here are irresponsible or unwilling to do the right thing; they just want to know that it is really necessary and not based on some estimate that there might be a problem.
Septic program ‘driving this train’ to the lower river…..

A basic premise pervades most of this document and we are concerned that in many instances the data used to provide the evidence does not necessarily verify the need.  Page one of the Action Plan, the first of four goals listed in the Introduction to the Draft Report begins with:  
To improve the bacteriological quality of the surface waters in the Russian River Watershed so that public health is protected and water quality standards are attained.  The public health risk of most concern results from water contact recreation (REC-1) and incidental ingestion of contaminated river water, when and where such conditions exist or threaten to exist.  
On the surface, this appears to be a very worthy goal, but further on gets interpreted to mean there should be zero human waste (Response to Peer Review Comments, page 12: “Attainment of REC-1 water quality standards may very well result in the control of all unpermitted discharges of human waste.”  Perhaps this approach would be necessary in the case of an outbreak of a serious infectious disease, but it’s been about 60 years since that happened with polio and I don’t think that any major health problems have been identified since.  In fact, there are no direct epidemiological studies conducted or planned as evidence for the need for this Action Plan as presented here.
Bacterial pollution sources….
The following findings were reported on page 5-8:
· All bacteria have statistically significant higher concentrations in wet periods that dry periods
· Runoff from forests had statistically significant lower concentrations of fecal bacteria than other categories.
· Runoff from ag, shrub, and forest areas had statistically significant less of any bacteria mentioned than developed areas (sewered and nonsewered)

· Wet and dry periods in developed areas had statistically the same bacteria concentrations for all developed areas no matter what type of sewer they were on (POTW or OWTS: Does this contradict the first bullet?) 
If you are averaging large amounts and multiple years of data, you are not going to be able to differentiate between contributions in wet and dry years.  This is not the same thing however, as saying they are exactly the same.  If you are monitoring a place in the river, how can you tell difference between raw sewage coming from laterals and septage coming from septics if they are merged together?  Finally please explain the seeming contradiction between the first bullet and the fourth.
We also are concerned about the following on page 5-58, which seems to verify our comment/question just above: “The source analysis does not estimate the volume of fecal waste entering the Russian River Watershed from any given potential source, nor does it stratify the sources based on order of magnitude.  But, the multiple lines of evidence provide an understanding of the locations within the watershed with greatest risk from pathogenic waste, the land uses of most concern, and the point and nonpoint sources deserving further evaluation. For example, with respect to the discharge of human-source fecal waste, the locations of greatest concern are within the Guerneville, Laguna, and Santa Rosa hydrologic subareas.  With respect to the discharge of grazer-source fecal waste (livestock), the locations of greatest concern are also the Laguna, Guerneville, and Santa Rosa hydrologic subareas.”    Please explain the basis for determining greatest areas of concern in this statement.  Is Monte Rio included?  When you refer to Guerneville as a hydrologic area, what does that include?  This needs to be clarified in the text.
It also repeats on page 6-1: “All three indicator bacteria show significantly higher concentrations measured during wet weather compared to dry weather samples.  This finding indicates that higher pathogenic indicator bacteria levels are associated with higher flows that are associated with storm events.”   We could agree that the lower river area receives much of the bacterial contamination from upstream, with the Santa Rosa area and Laguna being major contributors. (Where are the cows in Guerneville? We had been identified as a “Municipality” on Table 1.4 and then as a source of cow manure bacteria in this section.  Is that consistent for a tiny downtown two blocks long?) 
What is the value of this information when the goal of this 
TMDL is to protect Rec-1, which is summer water contact recreation, especially if you can’t always differentiate between pathogens from Guerneville and those from upstream? (During cold water conditions, bacteroides can last up to a week.  How far can the water travel in that time?  Saying that it is an indicator for bacteria near by is not necessarily always the case under winter conditions.) 
Also, the coliform sources are measured at a time when few sane people would recreate anywhere near the sample points mentioned in these comments.  As far as Guerneville is concerned, if you are mixing winter and summer data, of course you will see high estimates of pathogens in our area.  Everyone knows the river is a dangerous mess in winter during high flows.  Your data and its analysis does not appear adequate to make the conclusions you express in this document.  
Furthermore, as you have no idea how much pathogenic bacteria is coming from sewered vs. unsewered areas, the only way you can make this work is to declare zero tolerance for all bacteria, and then require extremely expensive remedies for all properties in a low-income community.   While you are telling the community this will not happen, your document says otherwise.  Also, your emphasis is on septic, but you claim just as much bacteria is coming from sewered areas.  So what is the plan for assessing and dealing with that?
We ask if there is any way to differentiate the extent that loadings from Santa Rosa and the Laguna are contributing to the problems in the lower river?  
How likely is it that Rec-1 will actually be impacted by pathogens, unless they are held over somehow from winter storms?  After rain events, the river gets very inhospitable, depending on the amount of rain, and while some adventurous sorts may go out in a canoe, how many will actually swim in the river under winter conditions?  Where is the nexus between high bacterial counts in winter from storm water runoff from Santa Rosa and the Laguna and supposedly high bacteria counts in the lower river during the summer recreation season?  If there is none, (The data we have seen indicates little, but by the Jenner Boat Ramp, which you seem to want to do nothing about!) then the bacterial counts in the lower river during Rec-1 activities look sparse indeed most years, and not adequate enough to raise the alarm of most swimmers.  (The current fear is much stronger regarding toxic, algae which is not even being considered by staff at this time.)
And: Page 1: Problem Statement of Draft Basin Plan Amendment states:

“Sources of Bacteria”

Water quality monitoring studies undertaken as part of the TMDL found that fecal indicator bacteria concentrations in surface waters were significantly higher during wet weather periods and within developed areas (i.e., both sewered and septic system areas). Focused assessments also found that fecal indicator bacteria concentrations correlated with parcel density in those areas with only onsite wastewater systems (septic systems), and beach recreational areas were associated with higher concentrations of both Bacteroides and E. coli bacteria.
Didn’t EPA disqualify fecal coliform as an indicator because it often represents animal sourced coliform? Isn’t it true you are relying on old data in many cases because E. coli and enterococcus data is not always available, even though EPA’s standard changed in 1986?  In reviewing bacteria data, I have found inconsistencies in what gets measured, especially with Public Health Dept. data.  Even their recent data report fecal coliform rather than enterococcus.  While Bacteroides indicates bacteria, it doesn’t always indicate pathogens and it has a longer ‘shelf’ time than I realized (as long as a week in cool weather) which makes it harder to determine where it came from.
Fecal Sources: lower river parcel characteristics

In terms of parcel density as a factor in pathogen source, we noted no clear definition in this report of how that contributes to the problem.  In the Guerneville area, most of the parcels within half a mile from the river are sub-standard lots, about 5000 square feet. That part of the community can be considered ‘dense’, but we are paying large amounts for sewer; yet now you say we are polluting also. Rather quickly however, as parcels move away from the river, they get larger and more in keeping with rural lot sizes.  Or in other cases, the mountains intrude, and parcels get larger where development has occurred, or there is no development at all on very steep slopes.  Starrett Hill in Monte Rio is the major exception and may be a significant cause of more frequent exceedances in the Monte Rio area.  This Action Plan doesn’t really describe/define the land use nature of our area, which is dictated by the natural landscape, nor how it might affect the prospect of the movement of bacteria through our environment.  It was of great concern to the community that staff was so resistant to defining high priority areas of concern.  County comments did a good job of addressing this issue however.
· If sewered areas also have a lot of bacterial pollution, then what portion of the problem can be attributed to Sanitary Sewer Overflows (SSOs)?  Aren’t there records of SSO’s?  Shouldn’t that information appear in this document?  (If it’s there, forgive me.  I may have missed it.)
· Table 3.9 on page 3-22 doesn’t seem to jive with data on exceedances put out by Department of Public Health weekly monitoring reports.  These postings should be coordinated with data they distribute showing days of bacterial problems.  I went on their website and couldn’t find data. 
· Page 6-4 Effects of low mainstem flows does not consider the variances due to summer dams and open or closed river mouth and ocean tides.  The levels can vary considerably in the lower river and this needs to be considered.

· The Draft concludes that there is no relationship between low flows and bacti levels, but if this is the case, how do you explain the exceedingly high levels in 2009, when flows were lowest, than subsequent years when flows were better.  Even in 2015, the lowest flow I noticed all summer was around 68 cfs measured at Hacienda.  Most of the flows hovered around 90 cfs this summer.   In 2009 when flows got down to 47 cfs as mentioned, there was a huge number of beach postings, but very few after that year in lower river.
· Page 6-4 claims that there is no correspondence between low flows and high bacteria counts in years when TUCO (This is State Order authorizing low flows, not TUCP, which is merely a petition.) is implemented, but does not consider that flows can be quite high under a TUCO resulting from natural tributary flows that can keep flows relatively high at Hacienda, where flows for lower river are measured.  The effect of the TUCO is to not allow further releases from Lake Sonoma to bring flow UP to what used to be normal of 125 cfs.  Instead, if flows get down to 75 cfs, they stay there.  In other words, the TUCO only addresses MINIMUM flows and NOT MAXIMUM flows.  Your conclusion, since it does not consider natural flows and actual flow levels while under TUCO, therefore is not relevant to circumstances. You must compare ACTUAL flows with coliform samples taken at the same time they occurred in order to deduce meaningful conclusions (in my opinion).

6.2 Critical conditions P 6-4

This section seems illogical.  Critical conditions occur in winter because there are more bacteria and critical conditions occur in summer because more people recreate but you conclude that both are critical conditions and should be treated the same.  How can you make a relationship here between two conditions that are clearly not connected to one another? If bacteria tend to be sparse in the summer time, and the main goal of this TMDL is to protect those who are recreating from having direct contact with bacteria that can cause illness, then what is the problem?  And if the river is filled with bacteria after a big rain, how many people will be swimming in the very cold and dangerous water body?  I just don’t see the logic in this section.

Also, the graphs on pages 6-5 to 6-7 need to reference the data and especially the time period covered.   Are you working with 5 or 50 years of data in these charts?  Furthermore, I wonder if you are using any winter bacteria data for the little blue dots on these charts to indicate dry season impacts? At the top of page 6-5 it states, “Since both wet and dry periods are critical conditions, the same loading capacities apply throughout the year and should not vary according to season.”  Please describe how bacteria measured in winter impacts river use in summer and exposes people to potential illness.  Also, please explain the process or exposure train by which infection occurs.
While the above quotations may be fine in a vacuum, data interpretation here appears to present things in a way to draw conclusions to fit the goal, (rather than the other way around) even if that is not necessarily the case. 
Internal inconsistencies in Action Plan….

In the section on “Linkage analysis” it states (page 7-1) that E. coli and enterococci, but not fecal coliform bacteria, are good indicators of fecal contamination.  Then in the section on municipal wastewater discharges to surface waters it says, “When a disinfection system operates properly and attains the effluent limitations, direct discharges of treated wastewater to surface waters will also attain E. coli and enterococci bacteria waste load allocations.”  
But then on page 5-17, in regards to bacterial regrowth in ponds, it states, “….the same recycled water, when stored  in open-air holding ponds, may become contaminated as a result of regrowth of bacteria or through contribution of fecal waste from wildlife, particularly birds that frequent the storage ponds.  Thus, the original bacterial water quality of the recycled water demonstrated immediately after disinfection cannot be guaranteed during storage.”
Then on page 5-19, also on treated wastewater holding ponds, it states, “….wastewater from recycled water holding ponds may contain E. coli and in concentrations above the TMDL targets.”  We remind you that hook up to a central treatment system was a promoted remedy for septic owners to prevent pathogens from getting into the river and affecting the health of Rec-1 users.  

Similarly, I believe that Santa Rosa has never tested for bacteria at their point of discharge.  They have huge ponds (Delta is 600 million gallons and one mile long) and their treated wastewater goes to Rohnert Park and Santa Rosa for irrigation reuse.  In light of all the runoff, with no one testing for bacteria at the site of application (Does regrowth occur in pipelines as well?), isn’t it probable that this wastewater gets into Laguna and Russian River as well?  It has never been measured, so we have no idea of how much ends up there at a time when flows are very low and impacts are biomagnified.
Yet on page 5-49 the Action Plan states: “Municipal wastewater disposed through surface irrigation from facilities that are operating properly and whose discharge conforms to conditions prescribed in waste discharge requirements is not expected to cause bacterial contamination of groundwater or surface waters.”  Obviously this does not consider the regrowth of bacteria in the holding ponds since that is not monitored, a clear contradiction.

Another contradiction is the consistent referral to Guerneville as contributing septage waste. (for example on page 5-58) when Guerneville has been on a tertiary sewer with advanced disinfection (for which we paid millions of dollars extra).  In some places you refer to Guerneville as a municipality and in some an incorporated area.  You estimate a population of over 7000 and totally fail to define the area of this unincorporated community.  You also fair to consider it is still a summer community with many vacation rentals that go empty in winter and summer homes similarly uninhabited. Furthermore, visitors swell our roads and town in summer and go away quickly when the weather gets cold and dreary and the days are short.  Please correct your inaccurate assessments of our town in your document.

On Page 9-17 you place previously designated high priority areas under a heading entitled “Low Priority Areas include:” and then it goes on, “Areas with a high density of OWTS in the middle and upper Russian River Watershed…..”  I think this is a mistake.
Concerns about data presentation…..

We would assume that the main body of evidence justifying this Rec-1 goal would indicate vast amounts of pollution during the high river use months of May through October, especially since Rec-1 specifically applies to body contact recreation.  Furthermore, we would assume that most of the test samples indicating bacteriological problems would have been taken in summer.  We would further assume that no fecal coliform data would be used to justify bacteriological problems as EPA had discredited them as indicators of human health pathogens.  (Yet this data was used extensively.)
Finally charts provided data that had been merged over extensive time periods.  Over the last five years, there have been a miniscule number of summer bacteria exceedances on lower river beaches, yet when merged with all the other data, this is hidden and therefore unaddressed.  Why have we seen such a long period of almost no problem (except at Jenner Boat Ramp where there may be a failing septic at Visitor’s Center), if failing septics are a serious issue?  That question has not been raised or addressed.  Finally much of the data was irregularly collected and therefore not valid. 

This study provided evidence indicating that samples taken in winter months indicated the highest bacteria (human AND animal) levels mostly evident during and after winter storms.  So common sense can tell us that there won’t be much Rec-1 use in the river during a big storm when the water is roiled, the temperatures are cold, and conditions are very dangerous.  There was no nexus indicated between high levels one winter and high levels the following summer.  In other words, can high bacteria levels in lower river the following summer, possibly indicating that storm water runoff basin wide is the main issue?  And yet, data taken during those winter events are consistently rolled into the annual and multi-year evidence provided to make the case that river bacteria levels are so high as to cause health risks to summer swimmers in the Russian River, even if there may be no connection.
Note: the document provides evidence to prove their case with bacteroides data.  Yet consultants said there was no direct nexus between bacteroides and E. coli and enterococcus levels, with the latter representing actual pathogens.

We see examples of merged data in Tables 3.1 and 3.2 showing E. coli and Enterococcus results for years 2001 through 2013.  (2014 and 2015 show almost no bacterial problems in summer in the lower river.)  There was no attempt to identify seasonality of the data for this table (which skews the data), nor indicate whether exceedances showed up in some years and not others.  There were 14 sample points in the lower river; table gave the number of 30 consecutive day periods sampled and number of periods where targets were exceeded.  

They then highlighted beaches that were considered excessive.  Their standard was zero.

So of the 14 beaches, 9 had at least one exceedance in 30 days over a 12 years period. (3 beaches had 1, 3 had 2, 2 had 4, and 1 had 5 (Monte Rio) for E.coli.  For enterococcus, of 13 beaches studied over 12 years, 2 had 0 exceedances, 1 had 1, 3 had 2, 1 had 3, 1 had 4, 1 had 5, 1 had 6, 1 had 8 (Steelhead Beach), and 1 had 9 (Monte Rio).  In both cases Monte Rio was the worst and may provide the impetus to receive the most attention. 

I looked at Public Health beach postings data for Steelhead/Forestville access, Johnson’s Beach and Monte Rio Beach for years 2011 through 2015. In years 2011 and 2012 they included enterococcus in monitoring, and in 2013 through 2015 they did not.  They included total coliform in all years.  This is not supposed to be an accepted indicator according to EPA.  Why are they still using it?
There were NO E. coli postings for Steelhead/Forestville in all years, Johnson’s Beach had one E. coli posting in five years, and Monte Rio had 2 postings in 2013 and none the other years.  In 2011 Monte Rio had 2 postings in 2011 for Enterococcus and one posting in 2013 for total coliform.  Johnson’s Beach had one posting in 2012 for enterococcus, and one posting each in 2013 and 2015 for total coliform.  

Admittedly, 2009 was a very bad year (not included here but there were many postings: and it probably brought the numbers up for all of them in your charts.  It would be important to separate 2009 and uncover what factors made it such a bad year for contamination.  Hacienda flows got down to 47 cubic feet per second (cfs) in August, 2009; it could be very low flows were the reason. It was also a bad year for nutrients and algae and we were told that some algae we identified at the time was toxic.  If 2009 was an anomaly, it should be dealt with separately and not used to bring all the other numbers up in order to justify your conclusions about bacterial contamination on beaches. 

OWTS receives most attention as indicated by space….
While issues other than septics are addressed in this document, nevertheless, the amount of space devoted to OWTS issues indicates that the main attention is on lower river septics as a cause of most problems.  For instance pages 9-17 to 9-22 give details of what septic owners in high priority areas would be expected to do.  Six pages are devoted to septics, while only ½ page on recreational water use, 1 page on homeless and farmworker encampments, and one page on urban runoff.  There is ½ page on CALTRANS storm water runoff, ½ page on non-dairy livestock and farm animals, and 2/3 page on dairies.  This unbalance is an indication that other sources are seen as incidental with septic systems being the primary focus of this work.
In light of the potentially cataclysmic impacts this Plan will have on individuals affected by it, we wonder why the Regional Board didn’t find it a lot easier to just implement AB 885, the likely driver of this effort.  (We have seen no effort to describe AB 885.  How would this plan differ?  Is it far more stringent?)

It would also be helpful to compare new requirements to what is currently enforced.  Are requirements listed on pages 9-17 through 9-22 all new?  According to County comments, what formerly applied to new and improved and/or expanded properties, now applies to all.  What is being set up could result in a regulatory nightmare, and it is no wonder your agency is looking for some other agency to implement the new rules.

Project alternative proposal…..

The project alternatives seem somewhat limited in that they require the involvement of large institutional changes.  The ‘No Project Alternative’ would require NO changes.  We wonder if there is something in-between that is not nearly as onerous as those proposed.  What about a septic inspection program for anyone selling or upgrading their house?  This could also apply to a complaint program when neighbors report problems.  There can be categories of properties that could be made subject to such a program without involving everyone.  People who have received permits in the last ten years could be exempt, etc.  There could also be a list of many affordable devices and services to repair septics at affordable prices.  I see advertisements and hear stories about numerous technologies that address problems.  I know the Monte Rio Task Force researched this possibility and came up with many suggestions in their White Paper.
Similar Bacteria issues in unsewered AND sewered areas…..

· This document considers sewered and unsewered areas as equally problematic in terms of contributing bacteria to the river.  Until recently, your agency had strongly advocated centralized sewer systems as the solution to supposedly failing septic systems.  What is the basis for claiming that excessive bacteria are released by the Russian River County Sanitation District (RRCSD)?
Have problems been documented with system hardware and/or private property connections that promote contamination?  If so, what has been or will be done about addressing problems caused by private laterals?   If it is an equivalent to septic systems in terms bacterial contamination, why are you recommending hookup to a centralized sewer system as an option to deal with septic system failures?
Role of forests in protecting waterways ignored….

· You provide evidence that forested areas contribute the least amount of bacterial contamination.  Yet nowhere did I see you credit the extensive forests of the lower river for preventing bacterial pollution in our river.  We have some of the highest trees in the nation in our back yard, yet they receive no credit for drinking up much of the used and unused water in our area (and therefore bacteria with it).  Before the sewer, people used to crack jokes about the flourishing plants on and near their septic systems.

Why can’t priorities be established that consider the type and condition of septic system, slope, soil type, lot size, and tree cover for prioritization for repair and/or replacement?   (and other appropriate conditions?) 

· Also, the trees provide protection against ozone depletion.  If many septic replacements have to go in, there is a strong possibility that many trees will be damaged and possibly destroyed as a result.  They can weaken and fall on houses (I had a tree destroy the house next door to me and another one destroyed a house two doors down; believe me, you don’t want this experience!  The 180’ Douglas Fir missed my house by two feet.)  In fact, when the Guerneville sewer went in, a Doug Fir right in front of my house on the street had to be taken out because of root damage; this happened to many trees in the area.  One more thing, it takes about $6000 to take out a 180’ tree, unless it’s behind the house, and then it costs more.) 

Definition of problem excessive?

· It appears as though your agency is trying to conquer the whole universe of bacteria in the Russian River watershed through your evidence using bacteroides.  By using this means to demonstrate a pollution problem, your standard is higher and broader than for almost any other pollutant.  This Action Plan has massive proportions in that regard, and it allows you to define almost any human activity near a Russian River tributary as a source of bacteria and needing of correction.  This is especially problematic since no epidemiological studies have been provided to prove a connection between bacteroides and human health.
· Also, by forcing this standard that is all encompassing, you will use all your resources addressing it, leaving little for other, more serious problems, such as nutrients and toxic algae, which is becoming more of a problem every year.

Yet, in no other regulatory action have we seen your agency work within such a narrow scope; for example, the definition of ‘incidental’ in regards to wastewater runoff.   After many years of documenting runoff, we are still seeing it happen (and releasing bacteria into the environment when it does.).  This document acknowledges the problem, and it appears some effort will be made to correct it, but requirements based on BMPs are still far looser than the six pages of detailed requirements for meeting new septic rules. 
A great deal of older data is used to provide evidence that we have a serious bacteriological problem in the lower river.  Yet how do you explain that the lower river has been very clean the last five years?  Could it be that something is changing to make that happen?  Also, 2009 provided so many exceedances that it brought the numbers up for many years on average.  While the action plan claimed that low flow has no affect on bacteria counts, that year was one of the lowest flows since 1978.  It seems as though it would be important to identify the basis for these fluctuations.
Health impacts on children from contact with irrigated wastewater fields…..

· This Action Plan has found that there is some bacterial regrowth in ponds from which irrigation water comes.  Can you provide numbers as to the amount?  How will this be tracked?  Also, why is it not considered in regards to summer landscape irrigation in urban areas, especially since many public parks and schools are irrigated.  Very little, if anything is said about opportunities for illness, especially for children, when they come in contact with a wet park lawn or playing field. It seems as though some analysis is needed on this issue.
Fecal Coliform Data:

P. 3-1 First states that most Rec-1 uses occur in the summer, then gives list of indicators without stating whether they are found in summer or winter.  Summer conditions in our environment are totally different than winter conditions.  To treat them both the same and then base a very ambitious program on an assumption about bacterial conditions in summer, is a false solution.  This gives the impression of a serious problem where only a minor one may exist
Notes beach postings in #7, which occurred in 2009 and to my knowledge have not appeared for bacteria exceedances since:  Have there been any postings since then?

3.1 (Bottom)
Fecal Coliform Bacteria used to assess whether Russian River beaches support Rec-1, even though fecal coliform had been discredited by EPA since there is no way to know whether it’s from a human or animal source.
P 3-2: First it said not enough fecal coliform samples were taken to provide complete assessment of impairment, but then stated that four beaches showed one 30 day period of exceedances and from that, determined that 37% of the measurements exceeded water quality objectives.  (How was this arrived at?)
Santa Rosa Creek showed very high loads at times, especially during storms.  This doesn’t indicate whether wastewater discharges were going on at the Subregional Treatment Plant (Delta Pond discharges take place on Santa Rosa creek just upstream of Laguna de Santa Rosa) at the time and whether samples were upstream or downstream of discharge point.

Gives results for E coli as indicating excessive bacteria, but doesn’t indicate whether samples were taken in summer or winter.  The point is continually driven home that it doesn’t matter whether most of the bacteria is found in winter when almost no one recreating or whether it’s bacteria that has been discredited for use in drawing such conclusions such as total coliform and fecal coliform.  Is this appropriate methodology for achieving the stated goal of the program?
3.4 Bacteroides Bacteria Data

p. 3-12: Table 3.3   five beaches tested in lower river:  see chart

almost all creeks/tributaries had high incidences of bacteroides but often only two samples taken.  Is this adequate?  Shouldn’t some of these tests be backed up with pathogen testing?  Also, it might be appropriate to take samples in summer when recreation is occurring.
There is a lot of mixing up of bacteria levels and pathogen levels.  The title of this study is Action Plan for Russian River Watershed PATHOGEN Indicator Bacteria Total Daily Maximum Load and NOT Russian River Watershed BACTERIA Indicator…..  Isn’t it true that bactroides bacteria are not necessarily pathogens?  What is the likelihood of their being pathogenic?

P. 5-3 Table 5.1 shows highest % of matches between Bacteria DNA Sequences and known human fecal waste (would tend to be much higher in winter, but doesn’t differentiate)

Graph p. 5-10 shows Enterococcus for whole watershed during dry periods but last two years dry periods had no exceedances in lower river.  If lower river is to be targeted for implementation, need for data specific to area.  This skews the problem when they take whole watershed and doesn’t give more specific information.
P 5-7 six water samples collected at 3 different locations during both wet and dry periods (E coli, bacteroides, human and bovine but doesn’t mention enterococcus)

P 5-17:  addresses bacteria counts in holding ponds/ regrowth and animal waste

Compliance at disinfection  Table 5.2

P. 5-19 states the “….wastewater from recycled water holding ponds may contain E coli and in concentrations above TMDL targets” (WHAT DOES THIS SAY ABOUT LANDSCAPE IRRIGATION PROGRAM?)

Text states it may not be a problem because it may not have a human source, BUT WHAT ARE OPPORTUNITIES FOR HUMANS TO BE EXPOSED TO DISEASE FROM OTHER CREATURES?

P. 5-23 SSOs over 1000 gallons Table 5.4

Chart indicates totals over an entire 7 year period for SSOs so it looks far worse than it is.  Also you show the entire watershed so the total numbers look very large.  But if you just take lower river SSOs that reach water, and divide each number by 7, you get 10 gallons for Forestville per year, 27 gallons for Graton, 31 for Occidental, and 100 for RRCSD.  Now I think we can call those ‘incidental’ SSOs.
5.3.3  Municipal Storm Water (P. 5-26)

High source of pathogens.  Fecal coliform concentrations in SR Creek during storm periods measured 170 to 5 million MPN/100mL  (p. 5-27)

Studies showed that higher parcel density in areas with only OWTS is directly associated with higher concentrations of Bacteroides and E. coli bacteria. (How is ‘higher parcel density’ defined?)
(chart p 5-31)

Recreation at Public Beaches (5-31)

Samples at popular rec beaches taken July 4th weekend in 2013

Water samples taken in afternoon when recreation was highest

Numbers not given for study but results determined that higher bacteria levels of all three were higher on days with larger number swimming “The results indicate that intensive human contact recreation  at public beaches on most popular hot summer days contributes to E.coli, enterococci and Bacteroides bacteria concentrations in surface waters.” (5-34)  lower numbers occur during summer weekdays and non-summer season.  See graph on page 5-35  So how can you tell which bacteria come from septics or sewer system, and which from people recreating in river or homeless encampments?  Does convey that the beneficiaries of this TMDL are part of the problem?   To what extent?  It would be helpful to have numeric details.
5.4.3 Homeless encampments (5-40):  DEVOTED ONLY ½ PAGE TO THIS!

No attempt to quantify amount of bacterial contamination.  Just referred to homeless population with no attempt to estimate the amount of pollution they may generate.  (I saw counts somewhere of Guerneville population of homeless. It’s likely they provide a significant contribution. Why is there no assessment of the problem?)  County did good job commenting on this one.

5-4.4 Recycled Water Discharges from Landscape Irrigation: DEVOTED 1 PAGE TO THIS!

This whole section is untrue and not based on any real numbers.  I did a whole analysis during Santa Rosa’s permit review in Dec. 2012 and attach documents to this submission.   I have provided many photos to the Board staff over the years of wastewater over spray and little has been done that I am aware of.
5.4.5 Pet Waste: DEVOTED ¾ Page

Pets seem to be a very large contributor of bacteria to the environment. Some cities have reported that these are the largest source of fecal contamination. While they assume that pet waste is a source of bacteria in watershed, there was no attempt to quantify it.  Rather one is left to conclude that some part of the source attributed to septics might be from pets.

5.4.7 Dairies, Manure Holding Ponds, & landscape applications of manure

high concentrations of bacteria:  (up to 100 million fecal coliform per gram of manure fecal matter) (P. 5-43)

Bovine fecal matter often stored in lagoons that can hold millions of gallons of liquid manure and can break, leak, spill, or fail. Linings can crack and allow seepage into gw.  Pipes and hoses connected can fail and leak.  When applied to fields, runoff can occur. After 2012, dairies have to be outside the 100 year flood plain.  Most of the worst sites are in the Laguna watershed. (E coli was 880 MPN/100 mL rather than 100 and Entero were 1556 instead of target of 30 MPN/100mL)  Why are dairy cows still allowed in Laguna, or are they?  Also, it would be helpful to quantify how much of this fecal matter ends up in the watershed.
5.5.1.1 Municipal Discharges of WW to Land (P. 5-49) Table 5.10

This table lists Oakmont Treatment Plant, which no longer exists.  Need to update table.

States that municipal wastewater is treated adequately and not expected to be a source of bacteria, but earlier had acknowledged that some regrowth occurs in ponds, so unless bacteria are monitored at point of discharge, you really don’t know what pathogens are being released.  You make assumptions when convenient for your argument, but don’t allow others to do the same. Furthermore, this section admits that testing of wastewater applied to land has not been tested, and needs to be, so no conclusions can be drawn until that is studied.

Biosolids/ also needs more study/ general waste discharge requirements adopted by state board.  Biosolids only used by SR in Laguna.  Should that be allowed?
Mobile home parks & campgrounds (#133 with 41 outside of sewered areas and have septics)

Charts on pages 6-2 and 6-3 do not indicate what years are covered?  What happens if you take data from 2010 through 2015?  I would very much like to see what happens to your blue boxes if you do that.

Chapter 9: Implementation

Statement (bottom of p. 9-2) “When a disinfection system operates properly and attains the effluent limitations, direct discharges of treated wastewater to surface waters will also attain E coli and enterococci bacteria wasteload allocations.”

Yet nothing is said here about the need to study bacteria levels in holding ponds from which the discharges are made.  This may be another example of saying what is convenient but causing a lack of internal consistency within this document.

P. 9-2: How come RRCSD left off list of dischargers?  What about Windsor and Forestville and Graton?

Table 9.1/ Summary of Implementation Actions 

P. 9-4:  Why is Russian River County Sanitation District left out of Municipal Wastewater Discharges?  Does this imply that RRCSD is totally in compliance and others are not?  Santa Rosa is out of compliance and Healdsburg?  I thought they had state of the art facilities.  RRWPC advocated monitoring for bacteria at point of discharge for many years.  So glad it is finally happening.

Sanitary sewer systems item on page 9-5 lists all members of Subregional system but Rohnert Park (includes Seb. and Cotati).  Why is Rohnert Park excluded?

Percolation Ponds and Disposal by Irrigation:  Pages 9-11 and 9-12:  

Why is Santa Rosa, Rohnert Park, Windsor and Healdsburg not on list of those who dispose wastewater through irrigation?  If there is some reason for eliminating those entities, please give reason.  So far, in my reading of this document, I have seen no mention of meeting agronomic rates for irrigation or any specific directions for doing so.  Did I miss something or did you?

9.2.6 Recycled Water Irrigation Runoff:

I didn’t think that Cotati had an irrigation program although they may be planning to have one.

It seems as though there is some overlap between this item and preceding few pages.  Unclear as to how they are differentiated.  More clarity is needed on how they differ, OR items should be combined.  Runoff regulations are integral part of any irrigation program.

This item has some good requirements for developing BMPs to avoid runoff that we are happy to see are suggested considerations.  We hope these won’t be lost when it comes time to rate BMPs suggested by regulated entity.  I recommend adding one item:  After last sentence ending in, “….through progressive enforcement.” I would suggest adding, “….of those having repeated runoff incidents.”

Page 9-18:  Why is connection to a POTW an option when they have been identified as contributing similar levels of excessive pathogens as OWTS?

BLRP Timeline: page 9-28

This really sounds like pie in the sky when in reality you will be dealing with other agencies that have their own time lines and priorities.  This is bound to meet with strong resistance as you may have found already from the County’s comments on this document.  You sounded very laid back at community meetings about the timing of priorities, yet this document gives another impression.  To me it sounds almost dictatorial.

Chapter 11 CEQA Substitute Environmental Analysis

Page 11-2 states that parcel by parcel analysis is not needed, but rather that will be required of parcel owner or agency with jurisdiction to provide the means of compliance.

While EO Mr. St. John stated that repeatedly that no one would lose their house over this TMDL,  we found the following statement on page 11-3:

“To the extent there are unavoidable adverse environmental effects, the necessity of implementing the federally required TMDL via the Action Plan and removing the water quality impairment from the Russian River Watershed……outweigh the unavoidable adverse environmental effects.” What this says in our view is that removing a source of pathogens is more important that saving a person’s house.  Because of all the heavy restrictions, this will be easy for this to happen.

Conclusion:  Study results don’t differentiate between samples taken in summer or winter, during wastewater discharge periods by POTWs, rain or non-rain periods, or averaged over extensive time periods.  All of these could skew results.  What is the connection between high discredited coliform readings during winter storm events and summer recreation? 
Miscellaneous Notes, questions, and comments to Draft Action Plan….
Table 1.2 fails to mention Dutch Bill as part of watershed: why not?  

Table 1.4  (P. 1-13):  Population of Municipalities

Forestville, Guerneville, Monte Rio, Hopland, Capella are labeled as Municipalities and should be districts, while municipalities are generally incorporated; those are not.  Cotati, a municipality, should be included also.

Guerneville, Monte Rio, Forestville have many summer homes not inhabited in winter and also many vacation rentals generally not inhabited during week or in winter. There are also many resorts, motels and hotels that have seasonal visitors with more during a mild winter.   There are huge discrepancies between summer and winter population and loadings.  This should be accounted for in report.
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