Sediment Quality Objectives

Advisory Committee Meeting

October 6, 2003

Welcome and meeting objectives/Program review and role of advisory committee/Membership update-Chris Beegan, SWRCB

Meeting began with Chris Beegan providing an overview of the days’ agenda.  The sign up sheet was passed around and attendees introduced themselves.  Chris then gave background information on what needs to be done and the timeline.  Chris’ presentation went over the definition of sediment quality objectives from the California Water Code, project goals, roles of each committee and their members.  Steve Bay told the committee about the members of the Scientific Steering Committee (SSC) and their expertise.  

Q: The scientific community seems to be divided among those favoring an approach based on associations between the presence of a particular pollutant and concurrent toxicity and those favoring a direct cause and effect relationship.  How are those two views being considered by the SSC?

SB: The SSC is familiar with both options and has not ruled anything out at this time.  

Chris then explained the purpose of the Advisory Committee, its members and their roles.  Information from previous and future meetings including slide show presentations will be available from http://www.swrcb.ca.gov/bptcp/.  

Technical Update-Steve Bay, SCCWRP

Steve gave an overview of the primary tasks, the schedule, work completed and database development.  

Q: Is it known yet what types of statistical analyses will be performed on the data?

SB: The statistics are not predetermined.  The approaches are possible: 1) Examine existing guidelines and see how the data work with those; 2) use the database and apply other models or modifications thereof; 3) use the database with alternative or novel techniques in coordination with the SSC.  

Q: When will a scope of work for the SSC be available?

SB: Early 2004.

Q: Will there be separate scopes of work for each scientific task?

SB: Some will, such as those conducted through the San Francisco Estuary Institute.  Some will be developed as work proceeds.

Q: How will new data be identified for the database?

SB: All high quality relevant data are welcome.  Data go through a screening process with three steps. 1) Studies should be from 1990 or later; 2) data should be matched, that is the data cover both organic and inorganic pollutants and provide some measure of effect; 3) sufficient quality assurance information should be available.

Q: Would it be possible to get a list of the studies for members of the Advisory Committee.

SB: Yes.

Q: Will SCCWRP continuously update the online database?

SB: No.  Processing the data involves many steps and it is important to make sure any public database does not contain errors.  Once data sets have been completed it would be possible to put them online.  The final database should be available in the summer of 2004.

Q: The current online database includes samples from the open ocean as we as enclosed bays and estuaries.  Will this be pared down to just enclosed bays and estuaries?

SB: Yes.  Samples are coded for their source and there will be tools available to sort results accordingly.

Q: Who will conduct statistical analyses and will there be any application of “new methods”.

SB:  Bob Smith from Southern California will perform most of the work.  Previously he worked on benthic community assessment tools.  Others involved are from Washington.  No one on the SSC practices any of the “new methods”.

Q: Ultimately the quality of any product from this efforts will be a reflection of the database.  How are data gaps being filled, particularly for sensitive species?

SB: Only available data will be considered.  Incorporating benthic community data will help to protect sensitive species since benthic organisms have the highest exposures.  Benthic community data is not as easy to find as toxicity testing data.  Good data are available for San Francisco and Los Angeles but they’re lacking in other areas.  

Q: Do we have resources to handle data gaps?

SB: The work plan asks that question, but the likelihood of success is unknown at this time.

CB: It’s not critical to have the same criteria all over.  We could have objectives with regional application.

Q: What will Regional Boards fall back on in cases where numeric objectives are not available?

CB: Narrative objectives are an option.  In that case, the goal would be to have as specific a narrative as possible.

Q: How will narratives be used?

SB: It is not known at this time since the narratives have not been written.

Q: How will benthic data be used if they aren’t as prevalent as toxicity test data?

SB: We will use them as a measure of benthic response.  We prefer benthic data since they represent a more sensitive endpoint.  We should have enough to work with at this time but it is unclear what the data will show.

At this point, Steve went on to explain the Benthic Community Assessment Tool and its development.  There are three key steps.  1) Improve the southern California benthic response index (BRI); 2) apply the BRI to the rest of California; and 3) standardize sampling methods.  Progress has been made on step 1 and it will be completed in the next year.  Steve then discussed the implementation program and the need to develop methods for future work such as sampling for permit compliance.  He also explained the test methods that are currently being evaluated.

Q: Why is test evaluation included with implementation and implications of findings on criteria development?

SB: Monitoring results could have utility when implementing a narrative objective or developing future numeric objectives.

Q: Are resources sufficient to learn enough to make recommendations on testing methods?

SB: That is the understanding.  First the SSC will identify three promising tests, then conduct interlaboratory comparisons and finally refinement or adaptation for California.

Q: Are the scope of work and a budget available?

SB: Yes.  

Q: Will there be a process to update objectives as more data become available?

CB: Since these objectives will be part of water quality standards, they will have to undergo triennial reviews.  They may be updated at that time if necessary.

Q: In areas without good data, will Regional Boards use narrative objectives?

CB: We aren’t sure at this time but should know more in a year.  The answer will depend on location.  Input from the committees will be vitally important in this regard.

Q: Focusing on benthic communities is a departure from the ways in which sediments have been protected in the past.  Usually this is done through an ecological risk assessment with consideration of higher trophic levels.

SB: This effort will emphasize benthic communities because data are available and resources do not permit human health and higher trophic level impacts to drive the process.  Impacts on non-benthic organisms may be addressed through site-specific factors.

Q: Chronic toxicity has been difficult to regulate in the water column.  How will regulating it in sediments produce better results?

SB: We won’t conduct all of this project without producing meaningful results.  We will try something and if it doesn’t work we will move on.

Proposed topics for sediment assessment and implementation strategies-Chris Beegan, SWRCB

Chris described the proposed topics document.  He reviewed the elements, definitions and key terms.  Steve Bay noted it is important for all committee members to understand key terms in the same way.  

Q: Sediment active layer needs a definition.

SB:  Yes.  The goal of the document is to establish a common understanding.

Q: Will these objectives apply only to bedded sediments or will suspended sediments be considered as well?

CB: That isn’t known at this time. 

SB: They should be only for bedded sediments but that could change.

Chris resumed his explanation with an overview of sediment quality objectives.

Q: Will objectives be used for other purposes like total maximum daily loads (TMDLs)?

CB: The objectives will be derived from estuary and bay data so they won’t be applicable to inland waters and the policy will recognize that fact.

Q: Could these objectives have an impact on suspended sediments?

SB: Yes.  That topic still needs to be dealt with.  It is an important area to discuss.

Q: Will the document address links between sediments and storm water?

CB: It could.

Q: The document needs a placeholder for that question (sediments and storm water).

CB: Yes.

Methods for assessing sediment quality-Steve Bay

Steve gave an overview of assorted methods and stated that the goal is to foster comparability among data sets.

Q: Will the methods be prescribed as with chemical analyses?

CB: That isn’t known at this time.

SB: The methods could be performance based.

Application summaries-Chris Beegan

Chris began by referring attendees to Washington State’s sediment quality objectives.  Washington uses cleanup levels and more stringent objectives to protect aquatic life.

Focused discussion on draft outline-Brock Bernstein

Brock described the type of input needed from participants and noted that there is no need for unanimity.  During the first half, only committee members or their alternates could raise points.  Other participants could speak afterwards.  Brock asked for three pieces of information.  1) Any large scale additions or deletions; 2) major issues related to those points; and 3) the relative importance of any changes.  Revisions to the draft outline will reflect comments as much as possible.

Committee member discussion:

Q: It is important to base objectives on observed cause-and-effect relationships rather than on associations.  The concern is that legacy pollutants will be blamed for observed toxicity rather than looking in depth for other causes.

SB: Are there specific areas in the document that point to that type of bias? 

Q: Section 4.3.1.5 only talks about association.

Q: Because of limited resources, there is concern that the science behind the objectives will not be fully developed.  Possibly we should show what is possible with the current data and funding before expanding as we are able.  There should be an emphasis on pollutants of concern and what the data show.

SB: Section 4.3.1 is not in a linear order. Perhaps it should be reorganized to reflect priorities.

Q: Perhaps objectives should be based on overall community responses.  Benthic data are a valuable metric but they are not the only one.

Q: Sediment quality objective needs a more thorough definition and should rely on a link to the beneficial use being protected.

Q: The definition of sediment speaks of ‘transported’.  How far into the sediment column do these objectives apply? We should also define how much data is needed to move from a narrative objective to a numeric.

Q: The conceptual model should provide links with beneficial uses.

Q: We should examine California Water Code sections 13241 and 13242.  Some policy questions should be considered along with the science.

Q: In sections 6.0, 6.4 and 6.5, the word ‘monitoring’ should be removed.

Q: What is a ‘sediment impact zone’ as mentioned in section 8.1?

CB:  Sediment impact zones are a concept from Washington State’s regulations.  The idea is to allow a small area around an outfall to exceed sediment quality objectives.  The discharger has to meet certain criteria, minimize the affected area and use best management practices.  The understanding is that conditions will improve over time.  They are not widely used except for some aquaculture pens.

Q: What purpose will sediment impact zones serve?  That concept should be removed.

SB: Sediment impact zones were an effort to allow for a transition without immediately creating hundreds of impairments overnight.

CB: Washington’s Sediment Source Control Users Manual has more information.  Dischargers have to apply for an impact zone.

Q: Will the policy allow for natural attenuation? It would be helpful if it acknowledged that dredging sometimes can be worse than to leave contaminants in place.

Q: Sediment impact zones may be a prudent option.

BB: How much flexibility is needed?

Q: It’s hard to say until more is known about the objectives.

Q: Flexibility is important.  It can allow permit writers to account for uncertainty.

BB: What kinds of things should the process include?

Q: We should defer to the scientists on that question. Maybe it could include a decision tree or weight of evidence approach.

SB: Identifying causative compounds will be important.

Q: How can we be sure these objectives won’t impact municipal storm water and suspended sediments?

Q: It will be difficult to draw a line between suspended and bedded sediments.

CB: Should we add something on source identification?

Q: Some discussion of that is needed.

Q: The document should address the whole picture of contaminated sediments.

Q: Could this be included under section 6.0, Application Summaries?  How will an objective apply to several dischargers?

Q: More information is needed on the implementation policy.  This is one of the most important aspects of this work.

Q: Will this policy consider what happens if an entire area is found to have impaired sediments rather than a few spots?

Q: That should be included.  Maybe with the sediment impact zones?

Q: Will there be a case study for bioaccumulative pollutants?  The policy should be explicit. Possibly this could go in Section 5.0.

Q: The policy should be written to acknowledge sampling and testing requirements for the federal government.  Conflict between the two should be minimized or eliminated.

Q: Are SQOs a trigger or a regulatory limit?  The document should make this distinction clear.

Q: The SSC is unbalanced.  The current members are biased towards an association approach rather than cause and effect.  More members supporting cause and effect should be added to encourage balance. 

Q: Long and McDonald (proponents of the association approach) are not biased.

Q: The cause and effect and association methods are not that far apart, scientifically.  An equilibrium partitioning advocate should be added to the SSC. 

Q: It is important that the SSC not have a biased appearance.

Q: USEPA’s previous efforts should be kept in mind.  They used equilibrium partitioning.

SB: OK.

CB: USEPA drafted sediment quality guidelines.  They have not progressed from the draft stage.

Q: The draft outline only mentions weight of evidence in section 4.3.1.2 on page 3.  How will weight of evidence be incorporated?

SB: If we were to address weight of evidence approaches directly, this would be done in section 6.1.3.

Q: What is the time frame for having more concrete statements on where this policy is headed?

Q: We should think about when it is appropriate to apply weight of evidence.  It should be limited.

Q: Weight of evidence is good for demonstrating an objective’s applicability.

Q: Will there be any consideration of how to weigh sediment pollutant concentrations vs. toxicity testing vs. community data?  Since the goal is to have a healthy benthic community this consideration should drive regulatory actions more than any other.

SB: The question with something like that would be how to balance each of those three factors.  There are many options. 

Q: It is difficult to find the specific cause of an impaired benthic community.  It may be necessary to include methods for identifying the causative agent.

Q: One option would be to say if the benthic organisms are healthy then the discharger is done.  If the benthic community is not healthy, then the discharger should investigate and numeric values should be applied.  

Q: If this policy requires extensive analysis of benthic organisms there may be problems in finding labs to conduct the work.  Particularly for taxonomy.

SB: By focusing on sensitive species, some of that problem may be eliminated.

Q: A link should be drawn between each objective and the beneficial use it protects.

Q: We should keep in mind that the task is to protect the most sensitive species.  We don’t need data for every organism.

Q: Shouldn’t the conceptual model include sources?

Q: Sources are an important link to policy questions.

Q: This group has two missions—guide policy and guide implementation.  We need a direct link to the SSC.

SB: We will build communication between the groups.

Q: How will we get State Board members to listen to the Advisory Committee?

Q: Will there be an opportunity to revisit beneficial use designations? Is there anything in state law to require this?

Frank Palmer, SWRCB, Chief, Ocean Standards Unit: There is no requirement to conduct use attainability analyses when adopting a new objective.

Q: California Water Code sections 13241 and 13242 require the state to consider beneficial uses when setting new objectives.

CB: Sections 13241 and 13242 require the state to link objectives with beneficial uses.

Q: Sections 13241, 13242 and 13000 seem to form a feedback loop.  This implies the need for use attainability analyses.

Q: It is difficult to dissociate uses from objectives.

Q: Uses may be evaluated on a case-by-case basis once the objectives are set.

Q: Beneficial use designations are a topic outside the consideration of this group.

Q: There is concern that come objectives will be set to protect inappropriate beneficial uses.

Public comments:

Q: Information from the SSC should be translated directly to the Advisory Committee.  An exhaustive review of other options and guidelines would be useful.

Q: How will section 4.2.1.2 work? This implies numeric objectives will be translated into narratives.

SB: AN exceedance will be treated as a sign to investigate further, collect data and assess the extent of the problem.

Q: Will that allow permittees to identify the next steps when a problem arises?

Q: USEPA has recently produced its plan for water quality standards.  Use attainability analyses are included.  USEPA focuses on SQOs to protect habitat rather than by developing numeric endpoints.  There are many forms of weight of evidence approaches.  Guidance is needed for any weight of evidence approach.  Regulating sediment quality chemical-by-chemical won’t work.  This ignores natural toxicity from ammonia, low dissolved oxygen and sulfides.  The implementation policy should include a consideration of this problem.

Q: More information on natural toxicity would be helpful.

Q: Priority pollutants are rarely the cause of sediment toxicity.  Low dissolved oxygen, ammonia and sulfides are the most common.  

Next steps-Brock Bernstein

The meeting notes will be summarized and the draft outline will be revised based on those comments. Everyone should look over the notes and come up with recommendations.  The next meeting will be January 6, 2004 in southern California.  There will be a conference call number.  The next meeting will have more detail on the timeline.  In the future we will focus on the main topics from the previous meeting’s notes.

