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USEPA Region 9 SSO Report 
Tamalpais Community Service District 

Background 

On 8/7/2007, USEPA Region 9 and its contractor inspected the Tamalpais Community 
Services District’s (the “District”) sanitary sewer system located in the unincorporated 
county area of Tamalpais Valley, located in southern Marin County, CA (between Mill 
Valley and Marin City).  Spills and sanitary sewer overflows (SSOs) from the sewer 
system are prohibited by the Clean Water Act.  Additionally, spills and SSOs from the 
District’s system are prohibited by Statewide General Waste Discharge Requirements for 
Sanitary Sewer Systems, WQO No. 2006-0003.  The District is an enrollee under the 
Statewide General Waste Discharge Requirements.  Additionally, the Agency is required 
to comply with the San Francisco Bay Regional Water Quality Control Board’s July 2005 
Section 13267 of the California Water Code letter that establishes earlier deadlines for 
submittal of Sewer System Management Plan (SSMP) components than the SSMP 
deadlines present in WQO No. 2006-003. As such, the Agency must comply with both 
the Section 13267 letter and WQO No. 2006-003 requirements. 

The primary purpose of the inspection was to document the history of sewage spills, 
determine the adequacy of the District’s spill response and prevention programs, evaluate 
sewer maintenance activities, and assess the accuracy and reliability of its spill reporting 
procedures. The primary on-site facility representative was Mr. Bob Bunce.  Mr. Max 
Kuker from PG Environmental, LLC led the inspection accompanied by Rick Sakow 
from USEPA Region 9.  The inspection included an interview held within the District’s 
office and a tour of a pump station (Bell Lane Pump Station) located in the District’s 
Municipal Yard.  The weather at the time of inspection was sunny. 

The District provides sewer, garbage, and parks services to citizens of the unincorporated 
county areas in Tamalpais Valley.  The District’s service area encompasses the 
Tamalpais Valley of Southern Marin County.  The District’s sewer service area is divided 
into eight zones based on the configuration of the sewer system.  The District has an 
estimated population of approximately 6,000, with approximately 2,500 households and a 
small complement of commercial sites.  The District is close to full build-out and expects 
approximately 5-10 new connections per year.  According to the District’s Sewer System 
Management Plant (Phase I), the District has approximately 812 maintenance access 
structures (582 manholes and 230 rodholes). 

The District owns and operates approximately 27 miles of gravity sewer pipes, less than 
one mile of force main, and two pump stations.  Two additional pump stations were 
under construction at the time of the inspection.  Approximately 38% of the sewer in the 
District is located in private easements which has created difficulty in maintaining a large 
portion of their system, according to District staff.  A large percentage of the District 
sewers are made of clay and were installed in the 1950s and 1960s. 

At the time of the inspection, sewage from the entire District, except Kay Park, was 
pumped south to the Sausalito-Marin County Sanitary District (SMCSD) for treatment 
and disposal. Discharges from the SMCSD wastewater treatment plant into Richardson 
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Bay are regulated under NPDES permit No. CA0038067.  Sewage from Kay Park, a 
small subdivision, was pumped north to the Sewerage Agency of Southern Marin 
(SASM) wastewater treatment plant.  Discharges from the SASM wastewater treatment 
plant into Raccoon Strait (Central San Francisco Bay) are regulated under NPDES permit 
No. CA0037711. 

According to Mr. Bunce, the District is making efforts to inventory their system, 
investigate possible areas of Inflow and Infiltration (I&I), and identify additional “hot 
spots.” The District entered into a contract with E2, approximately six months prior to 
the inspection, to close caption circuit televise all 27 miles of their gravity sewer system.  
The televising is currently in progress, but a completion date was not provided.  
According to Mr. Bunce the District has also smoke tested many areas of their sewer 
system twice within the last 29 years. 

Mr. Bunce stated that the average dry weather flow was approximately 300,000 gallons 
per day (gpd) and their average peak wet weather flow was approximately 800,000 gpd, 
indicating a peaking factor of approximately 2.5 to 3.  The District stated that their 
estimated peak wet weather flow was approximately 1.9 million gallons per day on 
December 31, 2005 during an extreme wet weather event.  The District is billed by the 
SASM wastewater treatment plant based on the number of connections rather than flow 
which provides no incentive to reduce I&I.  Mr. Bunce stated that the District is currently 
incorporating a significant I&I review into the sewer televising project. 

The District currently and historically has had an un-written agreement with Roto-Rooter 
for off-hour SSO response. This agreement is for ‘on-call’ sewer maintenance, blockage, 
and spill response after hours, on weekends and on holidays.  According to Mr. Bunce, 
approximately 40 percent of all calls to his office to report an overflow or blockage are 
directed to call Roto-Rooter who investigates and corrects the problem.  Roto-Router 
then provides documentation to Mr. Bunce regarding the volume of the spill, the cause of 
the spill, and the corrective actions taken to mitigate the spill, along with an invoice for 
its services. 

Under section 301(a) of the Clean Water Act (CWA), it is unlawful for any person to 
discharge any pollutant from a point source into "waters of the United States” except in 
compliance with a NPDES permit.  The Tamalpais Community Services District does not 
have an NPDES permit that authorizes the discharge of sewage spills.  Therefore, any 
sewage spill from the District's collection system that flows to "waters of the United 
States" constitutes a violation of the Clean Water Act. 

Attached to this inspection report are the following documents: 

•	 Attachment 1 – Tamalpais Community Services District’s Annual Budget for 
Fiscal Years 2005/2006 and 2006/2007; 

•	 Attachment 2 – Tamalpais Community Services District’s SSO Tracking Sheet; 
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•	 Attachment 3 – Tamalpais Community Services District’s Sanitary Sewer 

Overflow Report; and 


•	 Attachment 4 – Roto Rooter After-Hours, Weekend, Holiday Response Checklist. 

Findings 

1.	 Occurrence of spills.   Discharges to waters of the United States without a permit 
are prohibited under Section 301(a) of the Clean Water Act.  Additionally, as per 
Part C.1 Prohibitions of the Statewide General Waste Discharge Requirements for 
Sanitary Sewer Systems, WQO No. 2006-0003, any spill that results in a 
discharge of untreated or partially treated wastewater to waters of the United 
States is prohibited. The District reported seven sewage spills in calendar year 
2005, eight sewage spills in calendar year 2006, and eight spills through May 1, 
2007 from its collection system to the California Regional Water Quality Control 
Board. According to the reports, six of seven of the spills in the 2005 reporting 
period were a result of blockages due to roots, all but one of the eight spills in 
2006 were caused by blockages in the system from multiple sources including 
roots, grease, and multiple unidentified sources, and five of the eight spills 
reported for the selected period of 2007 were caused by blockages due to roots.  
Combined, the reported spills total approximately 10,950 gallons with 
approximately 9,175 gallons reaching waters of the State.  All spills listed in this 
report were reported to the San Francisco Bay Regional Water Quality Control 
Board via the Regional Water Board’s SSO website and within the District’s 
Annual Report. Based on 28 miles of sewers in the Tamalpais Community 
Services District, the spill rate was 25 spills/100 miles/yr in 2005 and was 28.5 
spills/100 miles/yr in 2006.  A listing of the reported spills is provided in Table 1 
below. 

Since May 2007, the District has been required to report all sewage spills to the 
State Water Resources Control Board via the California Integrated Water Quality 
System (CIWQS) website.  The spills reported to the CIWQS system were not 
included in this report. 
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Table 1. Reported Spills from January 1, 2005 through April 30, 2007 from the  
District’s Collection System  

Incident 
Date 

SSO Estimated 
Volume (gal) 

SSO 
Estimated 
Volume 

Recovered 

SSO Destination Cause of SSO 

4/26/2007 50 0 BUILDING/STRUCTURE BLOCKAGE ROOTS 
4/24/2007 50 0 YARD/LAND BLOCKAGE ROOTS 
4/20/2007 120 0 YARD/LAND BLOCKAGE ROOTS 
3/23/2007 100 0 STREET/CURB & GUTTER BLOCKAGE ROOTS 
2/18/2007 100 0 STREET/CURB & GUTTER BLOCKAGE ROOTS 
2/15/2007 30 0 YARD/LAND BLOCKAGE GREASE 

2/6/2007 3,300 0 SURFACE WATER IMPACT INFRASTRUCTURE 
FAILURE N/A 

2/6/2007 1,600 0 SURFACE WATER IMPACT INFRASTRUCTURE 
FAILURE N/A 

12/2/2006 40 0 GROUND WATER 
IMPACTED BLOCKAGE MULTIPLE 

CAUSES 
11/20/2006 0 0 NO WATER INVOLVED BLOCKAGE GREASE 

8/19/2006 450 0 STORM DRAIN BLOCKAGE MULTIPLE 
CAUSES 

8/14/2006 100 0 STORM DRAIN ELECTRICAL 
POWER FAILURE GREASE 

8/13/2006 30 0 YARD/LAND BLOCKAGE 
DEBRIS 
FROM 

LATERALS 

2/22/2006 600 0 STREET/CURB & GUTTER BLOCKAGE ROOTS 
1/23/2006 200 0 YARD/LAND BLOCKAGE ROOTS 
1/17/2006 100 0 STREET/CURB & GUTTER BLOCKAGE ROOTS 
12/2/2005 25 0 STORM DRAIN BLOCKAGE ROOTS 
12/2/2005 0 0 NO WATER INVOLVED BLOCKAGE ROOTS 
12/2/2005 200 0 YARD/LAND BLOCKAGE ROOTS 
12/2/2005 100 0 STORM DRAIN BLOCKAGE ROOTS 

11/22/2005 3600 1500 SURFACE WATER IMPACT INFRASTRUCTURE 
FAILURE N/A 

10/12/2005 30 0 STREET/CURB & GUTTER BLOCKAGE ROOTS 
9/4/2005 100 0 YARD/LAND BLOCKAGE ROOTS 

2.	 Failure to maintain adequate records for reported and unreported spills.  As 
per Part B.5 of the Monitoring and Reporting Program (MRP) No. 2006-0003-
DWQ, the District is required to maintain records of all SSOs.  At the time of the 
inspection, the District representatives provided a tracking sheet (see Attachment 
2) of the spills responded to by the District staff and a separate response log that is 
prepared by Roto-Rooter for spills responded to by Roto-Rooter staff.  The 
tracking sheet used by the District staff contains only the following information: 
address, Water Board tracking number, and date of the spill.  Mr. Bunce stated 
that no other forms or field reports are used to document any additional details of 
the spill, including the start and end times of the spill, cause of the spill, estimated 
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volume of the spills, etc.  Therefore, very little documentation was available to 
confirm the accuracy of the information submitted to the Regional Water Board 
regarding spills.  The District contracted a vendor to assist them in the 
development of a Sanitary Sewer Overflow Report form (see Attachment 3) to be 
used in the field that appears to meet the requirements of the MRP, but the 
District had not implemented the use of the form at the time of the inspection.  
The documentation provided to the District by Roto-Rooter (see Attachment 4) 
does appear to provide adequate field documentation regarding its spill response 
although it is encouraged that Roto-Rooter implement the use of the District’s 
new Sanitary Sewer Overflow Report form to provide additional information that 
will assist the District during evaluations of their maintenance and response 
programs. 

3.	 Failure to contain and mitigate the impacts of an SSO. As per Part D.3 of the 
State Water Resources Control Board Order No. 2006-0003-DWQ, in the event of 
a spill, the enrollee shall take all feasible steps to contain and mitigate the impacts 
of an SSO. The District relies on a verbal agreement with Roto-Router to respond 
to spills and correct problems which may have caused the spill.  Mr. Bunce stated 
that Roto-Rooter responds to overflows that occur on weekends, after hours, and 
holidays and account for approximately 40% of the overflows in the District 
overflows. The average distance between the District and Roto-Rooter in Novato 
is approximately 20 miles; therefore, it is unlikely that a response time would be 
less than 30 minutes.  Other factors could lengthen the time considerably, e.g., 
traffic on US 101. According to Mr. Bunce, the response times varies but 
typically ranges between 30 minutes and 1-hour.  During the period from January 
1, 2005 through April 30, 2007, the District reported 23 spills totaling 
approximately 10,950 gallons.  The District was only able to recover 
approximately 1,500 gallons, accounting for 13.7 percent of the total volume.  

There is no written or verbal agreement between the District and Roto-Router 
regarding the maximum response time for SSOs.  In addition, the District is 
limited to tasking Roto-Rooter with small jobs (under $15,000 for any one 
project) without procuring the work through a contract with a bid and proposal 
process. This limitation could possibly prevent the Roto-Rooter from properly 
responding in the event of a catastrophic spill. 

Summary 

The information gathered during the inspection indicates a lack of adequate 
documentation of maintenance and spill records, reporting, and tracking.  The lack of this 
documentation appears to stem from a failure to implement a mechanism to clearly track 
the operation and maintenance of the sewer system, spills and associated activities, and 
planning for future maintenance activities.  These mechanisms are essential for enabling 
the District to evaluate its activities to decrease the number or eliminate spills completely 
from its sewer system.  Tracking spills and maintenance is important to identify areas 
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where increased maintenance may be necessary.  For example, the District identified root 
intrusion as primary cause of spills; tracking root intrusion “hot spots” as well as tracking 
maintenance activities related to these hot spots will assist the District in preventing 
future spills. The District does not perform proactive routine maintenance of their overall 
system.  The District has a hand-written “Tamalpais Community Services District Sewer 
Maintenance Schedule” identifying “hot spots” dated 2000; District personnel stated that 
this has been updated. 

The District is encouraged to augment their current spill data acquisition and tracking to 
collect information such as the source and mechanism of initial identification of a spill 
(e.g., resident via government pages listing for Sanitary District) and response time.  The 
District collected some relevant information on a tracking form that was completed by 
personnel in the office, but the form does not contain enough information to document 
the specific events of a spill.  Better tracking and evaluation of the information would 
allow for future performance tracking and reporting.  
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