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STATE WATER RESOURCES CONTROL BOARD

BOARD MEETING SESSION--DIVISION OF WATER QUALITY

NOVEMBER 19, 2003

ITEM 8
SUBJECT
CONSIDERATION OF A RESOLUTION APPROVING AN AMENDMENT TO THE WATER QUALITY CONTROL PLAN FOR THE LOS ANGELES REGION INCORPORATING A TOTAL MAXIMUM DAILY LOAD FOR NITROGEN COMPOUNDS AND RELATED EFFECTS IN THE LOS ANGELES RIVER AND ITS TRIBUTARIES
DISCUSSION

The Los Angeles Regional Water Quality Control Board (Regional Board) adopted the revised Water Quality Control Plan for the Los Angeles Region (Basin Plan) under Resolution No. 94-07 on June 13, 1994.  The revised Basin Plan was approved by the State Water Resources Control Board (SWRCB) on November 17, 1994, by the Office of Administrative Law (OAL) on February 23, 1995.

The Basin Plan sets standards to protect all waters in the Los Angeles Region and prescribes programs to implement these standards.  The standards consist of the designated beneficial uses of the waters, narrative and numeric objectives to protect these uses, and the State's Antidegradation Policy.

In 1998, and again in 2002, the Regional Board identified portions of the Los Angeles River and its tributaries as being impaired due to nitrogen compounds and related effects pursuant to section 303(d) of the federal Clean Water Act (CWA).  In making that finding, the Regional Board determined that some of the water quality objectives and designated beneficial uses for the Los Angeles River watershed are not being attained.  

Because portions of the Los Angeles River and its tributaries were listed as impaired under section 303(d), the CWA requires that a Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL) be established for the listed reaches.  A TMDL specifies load and wasteload allocations that, when implemented, are expected to result in the attainment of applicable water quality standards.  On July 10, 2003, the Regional Board adopted Resolution No. 2003-009 (Attachment 1), establishing a TMDL for nitrogen compounds and related effects for the Los Angeles River and its tributaries by amending Chapters 5 and 7 of the Basin Plan. 

The Los Angeles River watershed covers approximately 834 square miles.  The lower watershed is heavily urbanized and much of the waterways have been channelized and lined with concrete for flood control purposes.  Major listed tributaries include Tujunga Wash, Burbank Western Channel, Verdugo Wash, Arroyo Seco, Rio Hondo, and Compton Creek.  

The Basin Plan designates 13 beneficial uses for the watershed.  Of these uses, the Regional Board considers groundwater recharge; warm freshwater habitat; wildlife habitat; wetland habitat; rare, threatened, or endangered species habitat; and recreation most sensitive to nitrogen compounds.  
Nitrogen compounds are always present in aquatic systems, mostly as a gas.  Relatively small quantities exist in the combined forms of ammonia, ammonium ion, nitrite, nitrate, and dissolved organic compounds.  Transformation is readily brought about by living organisms and environmental conditions.  Nitrogen in urine, feces, and other decaying organic matter is converted to ammonia that is oxidized by bacteria into first nitrite, then nitrate. 

Nitrogen compounds of concern in the watershed include ammonia, nitrite, and nitrate, which all have detrimental effects on aquatic habitat in excessive amounts.  Ammonia is highly toxic to fish and other aquatic organisms.  Nitrate is an essential plant nutrient but may overstimulate algae growth to the point of choking streams, depleting oxygen, lowering pH, and causing scum and odors.  In addition, nitrate is also a human health concern.  Nitrate in drinking water can cause oxygen starvation in babies (blue baby syndrome).  The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA) has set a public water supply maximum contaminant level of 10 milligrams per liter (mg/l) for nitrate as nitrogen.

The Basin Plan objective for combined nitrate and nitrite (as nitrogen) is set at 8 mg/l for the main stem of the Los Angeles River and the Rio Hondo and at 10 mg/l for other tributaries and groundwaters.  Additionally, groundwaters must not exceed 1 mg/l of nitrite as nitrogen or 10 mg/l of nitrate as nitrogen. The Basin Plan also contains narrative objectives to control algae growth and other potentially adverse effects of excessive nitrate.   The nitrate and nitrite targets for this TMDL are based on the numeric objectives in the Basin Plan and are specified as 30-day average concentrations.  The nitrite target is set at 1 mg/l (as nitrogen), the nitrate target is set at 8 mg/l (as nitrogen), and the combined nitrite and nitrate target is also set at 8 mg/l (as nitrogen).

Numeric Basin Plan objectives for ammonia are specified as 1-hour and 30-day averages and vary with pH, temperature, fish species, and life stages present.  Under alkaline conditions and increasing temperature, more toxic ammonia is released.  Certain fish species and life stages are more susceptible to ammonia toxicity, and other factors such as dissolved oxygen levels and ion content may also affect aquatic toxicity.  The ammonia targets for this TMDL are expressed as ammonia concentrations measured as nitrogen and are based on the numeric objectives in the Basin Plan.  The targets were calculated using 2000-2002 pH and temperature data from discharger reports.  The 95th percentile pH value of the data was used to determine the 1-hour average ammonia target, which is not temperature dependent.  The average pH and temperature values were used to determine the 30-day average ammonia target. 

The largest sources of nitrogen to the watershed are three major wastewater treatment plants (Donald C. Tillman Water Reclamation Plant, Los Angeles-Glendale Water Reclamation Plant, and Burbank Water Reclamation Plant), whose combined nitrogen loading averages 2,243 metric tons per year, mostly in the form of ammonia.  Numeric targets will primarily be achieved by limiting the amount of nitrogen discharged from these three wastewater treatment plants.  Wasteload allocations for these major point sources include a ten percent explicit margin of safety to address uncertainty, in addition to an implicit margin of safety incorporated through conservative model assumptions and statistical analysis.  These three major treatment plants will be allowed higher interim loads for ammonia and combined nitrate and nitrite for a period of three and a half years after the effective date of the TMDL.  Compliance with the separate nitrate and nitrite wasteload allocations is not required during this interim period.

Minor point source dischargers will be required to comply with wasteload allocations immediately.  However, wasteload allocations for minor point sources do not incorporate a ten percent explicit margin of safety.  Load allocations for nonpoint sources may be developed if it is determined that they are necessary after wasteload allocations have been implemented.

To evaluate the progress of nitrogen reduction, the implementation plan will require continued monitoring of nitrogen and related effects (such as algae, scum, odors, low dissolved oxygen) by the major and some minor point source dischargers.  As part of the TMDL, special studies may be undertaken by various permitted dischargers, at their discretion, to calibrate the linkage analysis, to evaluate possible site-specific objectives, to complete a water effects ratio study for ammonia, to evaluate nutrient contributions from groundwater, to evaluate seasonal allocations, etc.

If monitoring and study results indicate it is appropriate, the Regional Board will consider adopting site specific objectives for ammonia, nitrate, and nitrite and revising the TMDL  three and a half years after the effective date of the TMDL.  Five years after the effective date of the TMDL, the Regional Board will consider whether the numeric targets and wasteload allocations specified in the TMDL are sufficient to protect the Los Angeles River and its tributaries from the nutrient effects of discharged nitrogen compounds or whether the TMDL must be revised.

Regional Board Resolution No. 2003-009 authorizes the Regional Board Executive Officer to make minor, non-substantive corrections to the language of the amendment for clarity or consistency.  SWRCB staff’s review of the proposed amendment identified items in the amendment that needed clarification.  The Regional Board Executive Officer has made the non-substantive clarifications to the amendment in memorandums received September 23, 2003 (Attachment 2) and October 8, 2003 (Attachment 3).

POLICY ISSUE

Should SWRCB approve the amendment to the Basin Plan in accordance with the Staff Recommendation below?
FISCAL IMPACT

Regional Board and SWRCB staff work associated with or resulting from this action can be accomplished within budgeted resources. 

RWQCB IMPACT
Yes, Los Angeles Regional Board.

STAFF RECOMMENDATION

That SWRCB: 

1. Approves the amendment to the Basin Plan adopted under Regional Board Resolution No. 2003-009 as corrected by the Regional Board Executive Officer.

2. Authorizes the Executive Director or designee to submit the amendment and the administrative record for this action to OAL and the TMDL to USEPA for approval. 

STATE WATER RESOURCES CONTROL BOARD

RESOLUTION NO. 2003-

APPROVING AN AMENDMENT TO THE WATER QUALITY CONTROL PLAN FOR THE LOS ANGELES REGION INCORPORATING A TOTAL MAXIMUM DAILY LOAD FOR NITROGEN COMPOUNDS AND RELATED EFFECTS IN THE LOS ANGELES RIVER AND ITS TRIBUTARIES
WHEREAS:

1. The Los Angeles Regional Water Quality Control Board (Regional Board) adopted the revised Water Quality Control Plan for the Los Angeles Region (Basin Plan) under Resolution No. 94-07 on June 13, 1994.  The revised Basin Plan 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 July 10, 2003, the Regional Board adopted Resolution No. 2003-009 (Attachment 1) amending Chapters 5 and 7 of the Basin Plan by establishing a Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL) for nitrogen compounds and related effects in the Los Angeles River and its tributaries (Nitrogen TMDL).

3. SWRCB staff found that provisions of the amendments, as adopted, warrant minor non-substantive clarification of the language and, therefore, requested such clarifications.  Regional Board Resolution No. 2003-009 delegated to the Regional Board Executive Officer authority to make minor, non-substantive corrections to the adopted amendments, if needed, for clarity or consistency.  The Regional Board Executive Officer has made the necessary corrections to the amendment by memorandums received on September 23, 2003 (Attachment 2) and October 8, 2003 (Attachment 3).


4. SWRCB finds that the Nitrogen TMDL is in conformance with the requirements for TMDL development specified in section 303(d) of the federal Clean Water Act and SWRCB Resolution No. 68-16.


5. The Regional Board staff prepared documents and followed procedures satisfying environmental documentation requirements in accordance with the California Environmental Quality Act and other State laws and regulations. 


6. SWRCB finds that these Basin Plan amendments are in conformance with Water Code section 13240 which specifies that Regional Water Quality Control Boards may revise Basin Plans.

7. Basin Plan amendments do not become effective until approved by SWRCB and until the regulatory provisions are approved by OAL.  In addition, TMDLs must be approved by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA) and a Notice of Decision must be filed with the Secretary of the California Resources Agency.

THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED THAT:

SWRCB:

1. Approves the amendment to the Basin Plan adopted under Regional Board Resolution No. 2003-009 as corrected by the Regional Board Executive Officer.

2. Authorizes the Executive Director or designee to submit the amendment and the administrative record for this action to OAL and the TMDL to USEPA for approval. 

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 SWRCB held on November 19, 2003.






_____________________________________






Debbie Irvin






Clerk to the Board
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