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Background
On 8/9/2007, USEPA Region 9 and its contractor inspected the Alto Sanitary District’s (the
“District”) sanitary sewer system located in Mill Valley, California. 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 also
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 their spill reporting procedures. Ann Murphy with EPA Region 9 and Mark Briggs
with Eastern Research Group conducted the inspection The District’s representative during the
inspection was Mr. Tom Roberts. The weather at the time of inspection was overcast.
The District owns and operates approximately six miles of gravity sewer pipe. The District has
no pump stations or force mains. Sanitary sewage generated within the District flows by gravity
to the Sewage Agency of Southern Marin (SASM) wastewater treatment plant. According to Mr.
Roberts, the District’s service area is approximately two square miles, has a population of 1,200,
and has 515 sewer connections (490 residential and 25 commercial). Mr. Roberts was unaware of
the wastewater flow from Alto to the SASM wastewater treatment plant since SASM bills for
treatment based on the number of residential connections rather than flow. Mr. Roberts did state
however that dry-weather flows to the SASM wastewater treatment plant were approximately 2.5
MGD, but could climb as high as 25 MGD during wet weather indicting significant inflow and
infiltration (I&I) was entering all collection systems discharging to the SASM wastewater
treatment plant. No I&I modeling studies have been conducted by Alto to limit flow to SASM.
A review of the District’s budget for 2007/2008 (Attachment 3) shows no money allocated for
I&I control, however money has been allocated for upgrade of aging sewer lines. Since Alto is
billed for treatment by SASM based on residential connections rather than flow, they have no or
limited incentive to address I&I within their collection system.
The District currently and historically has had an un-written agreement with Roto-Rooter for
system maintenance. This agreement is for ‘on-call’ sewer maintenance, blockage, and spill
response. According to Mr. Roberts, if an individual calls his office to report an overflow or
blockage, the individual is directed to call Roto-Rooter, which investigates and corrects the
problem. Roto-Rooter then provides documentation to Mr. Roberts 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.
During the inspection, EPA tried to contact Roto-Rooter by telephone to discuss their procedures
for responding to spill response. The individual at Roto-Rooter responsible for service to the Alto
Sanitary District was not available to comment, and has not returned the EPA’s phone call. One
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of the primary concerns with the Roto-Rooter and Alto Sanitary District un-written agreement is
the potential lack of responsiveness by Roto-Rooter. Without a written agreement between the
Alto Sanitary District and Roto-Rooter, no method exists to ensure if, and when, Roto-Rooter
may respond to a reported spill. In addition, Roto-Rooter is located in Navato, California
(approximately 18 miles from the Mill Valley area) which could lengthen response times,
especially during bad weather when spills related to high I&I are most likely to occur.
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 an
NPDES permit. The 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 obtained during the inspection:
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•

Alto Sanitary District Annual Report of Sanitary Sewer Overflows for Calendar Year
2006 (Attachment 1);

•

Alto Sanitary District Sewer System Management Plan as provided to the Board
Members of the Alto Sanitary District (Attachment 2); and

•

Alto Sanitary District Budget for Fiscal Year 2007-08 (Attachment 3).
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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 two sewage spills in 2006 to the California Regional Water Quality Control
Board on their annual report. Table 1 provides information regarding each spill that was
included in their annual report obtained during the inspection. According to the annual
report, both spills were a result of root intrusion.
A review of the San Francisco Bay Water Board Sanitary Sewer Overflow (SSO)
eReporting Program Database Records (from Dec. 1, 2004 to May 2, 2007) included only
one reported SSO (SSO Tracking Number 1911) in the Alto Sanitary District, and this
spill occurred on September 30, 2005 and was reported on October 4, 2005. This spill was
reported as 100 gallons to a storm drain and occurred as a result of an unknown blockage.
Neither of the 2006 spills included on the annual report are included in the eReporting
Program Database Records from December 2004 to May 2007.

Table 1. Alto Sanitary District Reported SSOs for 2005/2006
Volume of Reported
Incident date
Report Date
Spill
Nov. 10, 2006 March 22, 2007
100 gallons
Oct. 29, 2006
March 22, 2007
60 gallons
Sep. 30, 2005
Oct. 4, 2005
100 gallons
* Discharge reported to storm drain.

Amount Reaching
Waters of the United
States
0 gallons
60 gallons
100 gallons*

According to Mr. Roberts, the spills shown in Table 1 are reported by the District in
the annual hard-copy report. When Mr. Roberts was asked about the reported spill in
2005, Mr. Roberts stated that he did not have any information in his office and that the
files were likely available at the SASM wastewater treatment plant. The inspection team
was unable to locate the spill documentation during the review of the files at the SASM
wastewater treatment plant. With approximately 6 miles of sewage pipe, the Alto
Sanitary District averaged 25 sewage spills per 100 miles of pipe per year for 2005
through 2006.

2. Failure to maintain adequate records for reported and unreported spills. As
per Part B.5 of the Monitoring and Reporting Program No. 2006-0003-DWQ, the Alto
Sanitary District is required to maintain records of all SSOs. At the time of the
inspection, the City representatives were unable to provide supporting information for the
spill in 2005, including a spill report to the California Regional Water Quality Control
Board. Mr. Roberts stated the files were available at the SASM wastewater treatment
plant. A review of the Alto Sanitary District files by USEPA Region 9 and their
contractor at the SASM wastewater treatment plant could not locate any information on
the spill from 2005. For the spills in 2006, the District provided a copy of its annual
report along with a one-page spill reporting form from Roto-Rooter. A copy of Roto-
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Rooter’s Spill Reporting Form for the October 29, 2006 spill that reached waters of the
state is provided as Attachment 2 to this report. According to Mr. Roberts, this is the
only record maintained by the Alto Sanitary District regarding the spill.

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 does not have the equipment or training to respond to and contain spills and
mitigate the impacts. The District relies on a verbal agreement with Roto-Rooter to
respond to spills and correct problems which may have caused the spill. The average
distance between Mill Valley and Roto-Rooter in Novato is approximately 18 miles;
therefore, it is unlikely that a response time would be less than 25 minutes. Several
factors could lengthen the time considerably, such as traffic on U.S. 101, large-scale wet
weather events requiring additional demands on Roto-Rooter staff, etc. The response
time for Roto-Rooter varies but typically ranges between one half and one hour. There is
no written or verbal agreement between the District and Roto-Rooter regarding the
maximum response time for SSOs. In addition, Mr. Roberts was not aware of any written
operating procedure implemented by Roto-Rooter to mitigate the impacts of an SSO.
Subsequently, USEPA Region 9’s contractor attempted to contact Mr. Clyde Klyse at
Roto-Rooter’s office by telephone (415-388-2740) to discuss their operating procedure to
mitigate spills. The individual answering the telephone at Roto-Rooter referred the
contractor to speak with Mindy, who was unavailable. The USEPA Region 9 contractor
provided his cell phone number and requested that Mindy return his call to discuss RotoRooter’s operating procedure for mitigating spills. As of October, 2007, Mindy had not
returned the call to the USEPA Region 9 contractor.

4. Inadequate procedures for estimating spill volumes. As per Part A of the State Water
Resources Control Board Order No. 2006-0003-DWQ, the volume of a spill or overflow
must be estimated and reported. Review of the documentation for the two spills in the
Alto Sanitary District in 2006 indicate the volume of the overflow is estimated by
multiplying the time required by Roto-Rooter to stop the overflow by the estimated flow
rate (gpm). The documentation provided by Roto-Rooter is suspect since it indicates the
overflow began at the time Roto-Rooter arrived on site, not when the overflow was first
identified and reported. In addition, Mr. Roberts was not aware of Roto-Rooter’s method
to estimate flow rate. Since Roto-Rooter has not returned a call to the USEPA Region 9
contractor, there is currently no method of evaluating Roto-Rooter’s method of
estimating flows.

Summary
Based on the information gathered during the inspection, it appears the management and
maintenance of the District’s sanitary sewer collection system is primarily reactionary. The
District has no equipment or staff available to contain or mitigate SSOs, and relies on RotoRooter to correct problems as they arise. According to Mr. Roberts, Roto-Rooter should be
cleaning and repairing “hot-spot” areas within the system as part of routine maintenance as time
allows; however, the EPA inspection team could find no evidence that on-going routine
maintenance was being performed. According to Mr. Roberts, routine maintenance would
include both cleaning and, if necessary, TV inspection of the “hot-spot” areas. Mr. Roberts did
not maintain a list of hot-spot areas so the Region 9 inspection team was not able to determine if
any routine maintenance was being performed. In addition, since no written contractual
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agreement has been prepared between the District and Roto-Rooter defining on-going
maintenance requirements for the collection system, in conjunction with the lack of
documentation of routine maintenance, it is likely that routine maintenance is being overlooked.
Alto Sanitary District currently does not have a method to estimate either base-flow or the wetweather flows being discharged to the SASM wastewater treatment plant. The District is billed
by the SASM wastewater treatment plant based on the number of connections (EDUs) rather than
flow. When asked about dry weather and wet-weather flows, Mr. Roberts stated that flow to the
SASM wastewater treatment plant could increase by a factor of 10, from approximately 2.5
million gallons per day (MGD) to 25 MGD, indicating flows from the District may also be
increasing by relatively the same proportion. Mr. Roberts said that smoke testing was conducted
“many years ago” and that significant infiltration and intrusion (I&I) was suspected; however, the
District has not historically had a preventative I&I program in the collection system. According
to Mr. Roberts, the District has embarked on a program for replacing and rehabilitating old
sewers which are likely a source of some I&I into the system.

6

Attachment 1
ALTO SANITARY DISTRICT ANNUAL REPORT OF SANITARY SEWER
OVERFLOWS FOR CALENDAR YEAR 2006

Attachment 2
ALTO SANITARY DISTRICT SEWER SYSTEM MANAGEMENT PLAN AS
PROVIDED TO THE BOARD MEMBERS OF THE ALTO SANITARY DISTRICT

Attachment 3
ALTO SANITARY DISTRICT BUDGET FOR FISCAL YEAR 2007-08

