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ENVIRONMENT

$10.8B battle arises over cleaner water

Clearing pollution from the Santa Ana River pits Inland against coast

McDonald’s franchisees David Horner, left, Perter Horner, and local McDonald’s general manager Nabila Ibrahim
make their way down to pickup trash along the Santa Ana River during a cleanup led by the Inland Empire
Waterkeeper near the Martha McLean-Anza Narrows Park in Riverside on May 18, 2022. photos by Watchara

Phomicinda — Staff photographer



McDonald’s volunteer Shawn Vu pushes a shopping cart filled with trash that was found along the Santa Ana River
bike trail during a cleanup.

BY ANDRE MOUCHARD
AMOUCHARD@SCNG.COM

The number was, and is, eye-opening: $10.8 billion.

That’s an estimate issued by city leaders in San Bernardino County for how much their taxpayers might have to pay, over
the next two decades, to meet possible new standards for cleaning the water that flows out of their streets and yards and
farms and into the culverts, creeks and tributaries connected to the Santa Ana River Watershed, a stretch that includes
much of San Bernardino, Orange and Riverside counties.

Leaders from 17 cities and agencies in San Bernardino County made that $10.8 billion claim during a public hearing in
September, in Cypress, that involved representatives from all three counties. Their estimate was part of a broader
negotiation over the details of the region’s next MS4 permit, a federally mandated document that will set limits on how
much pollution can legally flow into local waters and, by extension, the ocean.

The San Bernardino County contingent based the number on an economic impact report they commissioned to figure
out the costs for improving the systems they already use to clean or divert everything that flows into the water table, from
storm runoff to the suds generated at do-it-yourself car washes.

The report’s authors (from Los Angeles-based Beacon Economics) suggested that the proposed new rules could be
catastrophic for their clients, forcing some cities to prioritize groundwater cleanup over everything from cops to parks to
basic services.


mailto:amouchard@scng.com

“If agencies attempt to pay for their fair shares of the numeric limit compliance/regional (wastewater management plan)
over the next five years, in most cases, they will have no general funds left over for other public expenditures.”

San Bernardino County officials insisted they want to improve, not tamp down, water quality rules. And they note that the
most dire effects of the proposed new rules aren’t set in stone. Instead, they say, city finances could be squeezed in the
future only if the currently proposed MS4 kicks in, something that’s still far from being finalized.

“Everyone desires improved stormwater quality, but these proposed rules will result in increased costs to taxpayers by
pulling from the general fund of San Bernardino County and 16 local cities,” said Curt Hagman, a supervisor in San
Bernardino County at the time of the meeting. The proposed rules, he added, would drive up costs for everything from
roads to new homes.

But some who live closer to the coast —where taxpayers might have to pay to clean their own pollution and any pollution
that flows downstream — argue that $10.8 billion is less about real-life forecasting than it is about illustrating how water
regulations could have real-life effects on residents and businesses.

“Everybody understands this isn’t easy,” said Garry Brown, founder of Orange County Coastkeeper, a Costa Mesa-based
environmental group that had a role in writing the region’s existing MS4 permits and is engaged in the current
negotiations.

“But you have to be able to track (pollution) and enforce the rules,” he added. “It’s the law.”

Whether San Bernardino County’s $10.8 billion estimate is or isn’t inflated, the number also highlights a basic truth
about keeping clean water in Southern California.

It’s not cheap.
Ocean economy

Everything from so-called forever chemicals, PFAS, to microplastics to tire rubber to pet waste flows from human
communities and their businesses into drainage systems, streams and the underground water table. In this region, all
that stuff (along with lots of trash) routinely gets into the Santa Ana River and, eventually, into the local stretch of the
Pacific, a patch of ocean that’s central to the culture — and the economy — of Southern California.

Though the exact cost of keeping local waterways as clean as is feasible isn’t known, it almost certainly runs several
billion dollars, according to economists and others.

But the alternative also might be pricey.

While there isn’t awidely known report looking specifically at the local economic impact of letting pollution into the
ocean, that doesn’t mean it isn’t expensive for taxpayers, employers and workers.

In 2020, Los Angeles County published “The Ocean Economy in Los Angeles County,” which estimated how much money
the ocean generates for California and Los Angeles County. Economists from the Los Angeles County Economic
Development Corp.’s Institute for Applied Economics, using numbers from 2018, the last year then available, tracked
everything from ocean-generated jobs to mineral rights to hotel room taxes.

Even when excluding the broad economic effects of ocean-inflated property value, the numbers commissioned by Los
Angeles County also were startling: Statewide, the report concluded, the ocean sustained 660,000 jobs and generated
about $143 billion in annual revenue.

Given that Orange County accounts for about 10% of the state’s economy, the stretch of ocean affected by the Santa Ana
River Watershed might be generating far more income and jobs in a single year than the $10.8 billion of new expenses
spread out over 20 years in San Bernardino County.

Advocates, including some observers from the Inland Empire, suggest letting anything threaten the long-term health of
the region’s biggest money maker would be fiscally, if not ecologically, unwise.



“I don’t live near the beach, but I can’t imagine anything more stupid than letting the ocean go to hell,” said Monte
Alvarez, a retired lawyer in Ontario who said he learned about MS4 permits when he represented home builders in Texas
in the 1990s.

“I'm not saying that’s what’s happening with the permit they’re talking about. There’s always some middle ground out
there,” he added.

“But the economic importance of the ocean, and of it being a place where people like to visit and such, should probably
be a pretty big factor in all this.”

Brown, of Coastkeeper, notes that “everybody will have to pay something, in some way,” when the new permit
negotiations are concluded, probably early next year.

“That’s going to be true for people inland and for people near the coast,” Brown said. “It’s just reality.”

Old rules, new geography

Haggling over water pollution rules is a grind, according to Brown and others who have helped write earlier versions of
the region’s MS4 permits. But two factors — history and a quirk of federal water pollution laws — are helping to make the
local negotiation particularly tricky.

The history side works like this: Regulators have been issuing MS4 permits (also known as Municipal Separate Storm
Sewer Systems) to every community in the United States with 100,000 or more residents since the 1990s. Currently, there
are three separate MS4s in the Santa Ana River Watershed region, with three different sets of rules. The MS4 covering
Orange County differs from the rules in Riverside County and, again, for the rules in San Bernardino County.

But the negotiations currently underway, overseen by the Santa Ana Regional Water Quality Control Board — the local
branch of the state agency that oversees water pollution control efforts — is for a new, single permit, one that will cover
all three counties.

That means the new rules will have to take into account issues as diverse as fertilizer waste churned up by dozens of
poultry farms in San Bernardino County and industrial chemicals spewed by the hundreds of manufacturers and
restaurants and grocery stores that make up much of Riverside and Orange counties.

On the regulation side, the complicating factor is this: According to rules sparked by the Clean Water Act of 1972, any
new MS4 permit can’t be less stringent than the one it replaces.

So, because of the history and the “no going backward” rule of water clean water law, the current round of MS4
negotiations might mean different things in different counties. In Orange and Riverside counties, where the current
rules are relatively strict, the new proposals might feel incremental, while any changes in San Bernardino County might
feel like a big leap.

After the September meeting in Cypress, officials from the Santa Ana Water Board urged public works officers and others
from all three counties to work with water quality advocates on a compromise that might work for all. Hundreds of details
— about water science, about construction of monitoring stations, about the number of times water inspectors should
visit restaurants and garbage dumps — remain in flux.

Brown, who is part of the discussion, said a key factor in his view involves enforcement.

An early version of the MS4 would have allowed counties to push off enforcement rules for several years, and to then
write rules in ways that, in his view, might let polluters slide. Instead, Brown wants agencies from all three counties to
agree to use specific data and to impose rules that will track polluters, and then to force them to pay up if they violate the
rules. He also wants those rules written into any version of the permit before it goes into effect.

If enforcement isn’t part of a final draft, Brown suggested his organization might ask a court to impose it.

“Compliance, using data, is part of the law,” Brown said. “Our case would be pretty clear.”



Another factor — one that might not be so easy to take to court — is wealth.

Median household income in Orange County is $110,042, or 30% higher than in Riverside County ($84,505) and 42%
more than in San Bernardino County ($77,423).

Niree Kodaverdian, research manager at Beacon Economics and an author of the report on how the MS4 proposal might
land in San Bernardino County, said she looked only at economic numbers — not science or politics —when measuring
the impact of the proposed water rules. She found several communities that might face a double-whammy of sorts —
high expenses because of new water quality rules and populations struggling to make ends meet. Those included the
cities of San Bernardino, Fontana and Ontario.

“I can’t say what a win would look like for (San Bernardino County). You’d have to ask them about that,” Kodaverdian
said.

“But the rules would definitely have different effects in different communities.”
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Water, sewer bills may rise even higher

Increases proposed on top of rate hikes OK’d for next
year

BY DAVID GARRICK
UNION-TRIBUNE

San Diego could raise water rates by 61% and sewer rates 32% over four years to
cover sharply rising costs for workers, imported water, chemicals, energy,
construction projects and other priorities.

The increases, which would incrementally kick in between January 2026 and
January 2029, are recommended by two new studies analyzing future revenues
and expenses for the city’s water and sewer systems.

The hikes wouldn’t be finalized until City Council votes scheduled for September.
The city’s independent budget analyst says it will hire a consultant to evaluate
each study and perhaps recommend changes.

The possible rate hikes would be on top of previously approved increases for city
water and sewer customers that are already scheduled to kick in during the
coming months.

Sewer rates are scheduled to rise by 3% on Jan. 1 under a series of rate hikes the
council approved in 2021, and water rates are set to rise 8.7% then based on hikes
the council signed off on last year.

And water rates will likely rise another 5.5% on May 1 to cover a jump in the city’s
costs for importing water in 2025 that will be larger than expected when the
council approved the 2023 hikes.

The council’s budget committee voted 2-1 Wednesday in favor of the May 1 water
rate hike, sending it to a possible final vote by the full council in early March.

The Jan. 1 sewer rate hike will bring monthly bills for typical single-family
homeowners to $53.07. The four subsequent increases recommended by the new
sewer study would push typical monthly bills just above $70 in 2029.

The study recommends sewer rate increases of 7% in January 2026, 6% in January
2027, 8% in January 2028 and 8% in January 2029. Compounded, the total
increase would be more than 32%.



The May 1 water rate hike would bring monthly bills for average single-family
home water customers to $90.67. The four subsequent increases recommended
by the new water study would push typical monthly bills to more than S145 in
2029.

The study recommends water rates rise by 13.7% in January 2026, 14.5% in
January 2027, 11.5% in January 2028 and 11% in January 2029. Compounded, the
increase would total more than 61% over those four years.

City officials say the combined water and sewer bills for an average customer in
2026 would remain below the San Diego County average, and far below what
customers pay in San Francisco and San Jose.

But officials haven’t provided comparison numbers for the subsequent increases
in 2027, 2028 and 2029 that the new studies call for.

The higher sewer and water bills in San Diego come just as the city prepares to
begin charging single-family homes for trash and recycling services.

Councilmember Kent Lee has been lobbying for a water rate subsidy program for
low-income residents, particularly seniors on fixed incomes.

“For many residents, the increases they are seeing at this point are beyond what
they can afford,” Lee said during a Wednesday hearing on the water and sewer
rates.

Roughly half the total water increase would be the result of projected hikes in
how much the city pays the County Water Authority for imported water. The
other half would be the result of increasing expenses for the city’s water system.

Juan Guerreiro, director of the city’s Public Utilities Department, said energy
costs are up 30%, chemical costs have doubled, and bids for pipe replacements
and other projects have come in 25% to 100% higher than engineers’ estimates.

Also, most city employees got incremental raises last year that are continuing to
kick in, totaling nearly 23% in just over two years. And Guerreiro said those raises
have helped reduce the department’s vacancy rate from 25% to 15%, boosting
customer service and reliability but also increasing costs.

The city also has set aside S118 million it might have to pay ratepayers if it loses
its appeal of a legal decision. A court ruled in 2021 that the city’s tiered water rate
system violates state law. A ruling on the city’s appeal is expected by June.

While near-completion of the Pure Water sewage recycling system next year
could slash expenses, city officials say they plan to shift the money they were



spending on Pure Water to installation of smart water meters and shoring up
aging dams.

On the water authority side, rates are expected to keep rising as the authority
deals with a major financial crisis blamed on a long-term drop in demand for
imported water.

The fundamental problem is that the authority borrowed money to build and
maintain a significantly larger water storage and delivery system than is now
needed, with people using less water and the local farm industry shrinking.

San Diego, the water authority’s No. 1 customer, has shrunk the percentage of its
water supply that’s imported from about 90% to less than 80% over the last few
years, thanks to previous rainy winters.

The rain, which gets stored in city reservoirs, increases the local share of the
city’s supply. Pure Water, a sewage recycling system, is projected to increase the
local share to 37% by 2028.

But projections show that as city purchases from the water authority dwindle,
any savings get more than erased by the costs of the water going up.

The city is projected to slow its purchases between fiscal 2024 and fiscal 2027,
from 128,603 acre-feet of water to 106,000 acre-feet of water. But costs for
imported water are still projected to grow from $247 million to $330 million
because of steadily rising rates.
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Cities, states say they’ll need more help to replace
millions of lead pipes
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Contractors prepare to dig and locate lead pipes for removal in the 3100 block of South Ridgeway Avenue in
Chicago on April 10, 2023. antonio perez — chicago tribune

BY ALEX BROWN
STATELINE.ORG

A new federal rule will require water utilities across the country to pull millions of lead drinking water pipes out of the
ground and replace them, at a cost of billions of dollars.

States, cities and water utilities agree that the lead pipes need to go to ensure safe water for residents. But they say they
may struggle to do so in the 10-year window required under the rule, and they fear some ratepayers will be hit with
massive cost increases to pay for the work.

State officials are urging Congress to provide ongoing funding for the lead replacement effort. Local leaders say they’ll
need lots of help to meet the deadline. And environmental advocates are calling on states to issue bonds or provide other
financial support to water utilities.

“It took us close to 100 years to get all of these lead service lines in the ground, and the EPA is asking us to get them out in
10 years,” said Tom Dobbins, CEO of the Association of Metropolitan Water Agencies, an advocacy group for publicly
owned water systems. “The [Biden] administration grossly underestimated the cost. Obviously, if the federal government
doesn’t provide the funding for this, the ratepayers will have to pay for this. That exacerbates certain communities’
affordability issues.”

The new rule, issued by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency in October, requires cities and water utilities to replace
all lead service lines — the pipes that run from water mains to private residences under lawns and sidewalks. Because the
lines extend under private property, some water system operators say the rule has created confusion over whether utilities
or homeowners will be responsible for the replacement costs.

The EPA estimates that more than 9 million service lines are made of lead, a neurotoxin that can cause nervous system
damage, learning disabilities and other health problems, especially in children. If lead pipes corrode, as in the infamous
case of Flint, Michigan, they can poison drinking water.

While no amount of lead exposure is safe, the federal rule now requires utilities to notify the public and improve
corrosion treatment if lead in their water exceeds 10 parts per billion. Some homes in Syracuse, New York, recently tested
at 70 parts per billion.

“This is a significant public health advance,” said Erik Olson, who leads a drinking water protection campaign with the
Natural Resources Defense Council, a national environmental nonprofit. “We’ve known for decades that lead service lines
are dangerous, and, unfortunately, a lot of utilities just kept putting it on the back burner.”

Under the rule, water systems will have until 2027 to draft a plan for replacing their lead lines, after which they will have
10 years to complete the work.

Olson said President-elect Donald Trump, who has pledged to roll back many environmental regulations, would have a
difficult time undoing the lead rule. A provision in the Safe Drinking Water Act prevents “backsliding” for federal
protections, he said, and efforts to overturn the rule through Congress could prove deeply unpopular.

Money worries



The federal mandate comes after some states, including Illinois, Michigan and New Jersey, already issued their own lead
replacement requirements and directed funding to their hardest-hit communities.

“It’s a challenging goal, but I think we’ve shown it’s achievable,” said Eric Oswald, director of the Drinking Water and
Environmental Health Division in the Michigan Department of Environment, Great Lakes, and Energy. “I'm trying to
make Michigan the first state to remove all lead service lines.”

The federal rule will accelerate Michigan’s timeline, as state regulations gave utilities a 20-year replacement window. But
the initial state requirement has given water systems there a head start. Michigan has somewhere between 300,000 and
500,000 service lines, of which it’s replaced about 50,000 so far. Oswald acknowledged that the work will be expensive.

In New Jersey, water utilities have replaced more than 25,000 service lines since a state lead law was passed in 2021 (that
figure does not include a previous effort that replaced 23,000 pipes in Newark). But the state still has more than 120,000
lead service lines, which it said will cost at least $1.8 billion to replace.

“There’s nothing yet that has made me think that it’s not achievable, but right now the focus has been on getting a good
inventory,” said Trish Ingelido, director of water supply and geoscience at the New Jersey Department of Environmental
Protection. “We’ll have a better sense in the next two years what the replacement rate is looking like.”

The EPA estimates that the cost of replacing lead pipes nationwide will be about $45 billion. A separate analysis by the
consulting firm Safe Water Engineering, funded by the Natural Resources Defense Council, arrived at a similar figure. But
the American Water Works Association, a coalition of water system operators, puts the cost at closer to $90 billion.

“This is important on the public health side, but it’s a challenge for local governments,” said Carolyn Berndt, legislative
director for sustainability at the National League of Cities, which advocates for municipal governments. “We do see this
raising concerns about affordability.”

While local governments worry about expenses, the EPA says that the public health costs of lead poisoning are far greater.
A federal analysis estimates that the rule, on an annual basis, will prevent 1,500 cases of premature death from heart
disease and protect 900,000 infants from having low birthweight. The agency says the savings from avoiding the
poisoning of residents will be 13 times greater than the cost of replacing the pipes.

The feds have provided $15 billion for lead service line replacement through the 2021 infrastructure law passed by
Congress, plus another $11.7 billion in state-administered drinking water funds that can be used for new lines. Some
communities have used those federal grants and loans, along with pandemic relief funds, to make significant progress on
their lead problem.

So far, the EPA says it has distributed $9 billion of the money targeted at service line replacements, enough to change out
up to 1.7 million pipes. But many water systems are still working to inventory their lead pipes, leaving them little time to
compete for the federal funding that expires in 2026.

“[Federal investments] provided significant new funding for this effort, but it’s absolutely not nearly enough for the
successful implementation of the rule,” said Ben Grumbles, executive director of the Environmental Council of the States,
a nonprofit association of environmental agency leaders.

Grumbles noted that state agencies also are facing significant expenses from new federal rules to limit exposure to PFAS,
or “forever chemicals,” in drinking water (lead, a naturally occurring metal, is not among the man-made PFAS chemicals).

Cities struggle
At the local level, leaders are scrounging for funding as best they can.

“We’re looking at federal money, we’re looking at bonds, we’re looking at different loans and grants,” said Randy Conner,
commissioner of the Chicago Department of Water Management. “We’re making sure we turn over all the couch cushions
to find every quarter we can possibly find to put towards this effort.”



Chicago has an estimated 400,000 lead pipes, more than any other U.S. city. Because of the sheer scale of the problem,
the EPA gave Chicago an extended deadline of 20 years to replace its lines. Even so, that would require pulling out 19,000
lines a year, well more than the city’s current pace of 8,000. That work will cost about $780 million annually, according to
city officials.

Conner said the city is hoping for more federal and state support to avoid placing a heavy burden on ratepayers.

Meanwhile, state and local leaders say Congress is interfering with a key source of money for lead line replacement. Two
loan programs, funded by the federal government but administered by states, provide crucial financing for water
infrastructure work. State agency leaders deploy the funding based on detailed assessments of community needs.

But in recent years, members of Congress have bypassed states’ funding strategies to earmark money for projects in their
districts. State agencies say they're receiving less than half of the pool of money after Congress assigns its favored
projects. That has left them less able to help the neediest communities. And many of the congressionally designated
projects are lagging because they haven’t gone through the rigorous preparation work required by states.

“By diverting so much funding away from the successful [loan programs], disadvantaged communities are less likely to
get funding,” said Grumbles, who oversees the coalition of state agencies.

Grumbles and others argue that any earmarks from Congress should only be in addition to the baseline loan program
funding.

Other challenges

Costs aren’t the only obstacle water systems are facing. Some are concerned that the rush to replace millions of pipes
nationwide will strain the workforce and supply chain capacity.

“The limiting factor is going to be the availability of contractors and professionals and materials to do the actual work,”
said Robert Boos, executive director of the Pennsylvania Infrastructure Investment Authority. “That’s going to be a
national issue, when you’ve got tens of thousands of communities trying to do this work.”

Pennsylvania has boosted clean water funding in its state budget, and it’s trying to tackle the workforce issue as well.
Democratic Gov. Josh Shapiro signed an executive order in 2023 to create a workforce training program for infrastructure
jobs, including lead pipe replacement.

Olson, the environmental advocate, pointed to Newark, New Jersey, which partnered with a labor union to train local
residents. The city replaced all of its 23,000 lead service lines in just over two years.

“Creative thinking and political will are really what’s needed,” he said. “This is definitely doable.”

Another potential problem is the fact that service lines lie under private property, meaning utilities need cooperation
from homeowners to conduct the work. In some cases, they’ve run into opposition from residents or struggled to reach
absentee landlords.

“People just don’t trust government; they don’t think that anything is free,” said Conner, the Chicago official. “We want
them to understand that we’re not coming into their house to give citations.”

Environmental advocates also note that service lines’ placement on private property has created confusion over who must
pay to replace them. The federal rule does not explicitly make water utilities responsible.

“When the city goes to a household and says you have to pay a couple thousand dollars to replace your portion of the lead
service line, it may work for higher-income people,” Olson said. “But the studies are showing that lower-income
homeowners and landlords will not pay for it. It’s a real exacerbation of environmental injustices.”

He pointed to Michigan, which adopted a rule specifying that water systems are responsible for the costs of replacing
lines. He also noted that some cities have passed ordinances allowing residents of a home to authorize pipe replacement
if a landlord can’t be reached.
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Communities begin to turn against flouride in water
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Residents attend a Durango City Council meeting to speak about the continued fluoridation of the city’s drinking
water on Nov. 5 in Durango, Colo. Christian Burney The Durango Herald via the Associated Press

BY MIKE STOBBE
THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

NEW YORK — For about 50 years, adding cavity-preventing fluoride to drinking water was a popular public health
measure in Yorktown, a leafy town north of New York City.

But in September, the town’s supervisor used his emergency powers to stop the practice.

The reason? A recent federal judge’s decision that ordered U.S. regulators to consider the risk that fluoride in water could
cause lower IQ in kids.

“It’s too dangerous to look at and just say ‘Ah, screw it. We’ll keep going on,’ ” said the town supervisor, Ed Lachterman.

Yorktown isn’t alone. The decision to add fluoride to drinking water rests with state and local officials, and fights are
cropping up nationwide.



Communities in Florida, Texas, Oregon, Utah, Wyoming and elsewhere have debated the idea in recent months — the total
number is in the dozens, with several deciding to stop adding it to drinking water, according to Fluoride Action Network,
an advocacy organization against water fluoridation.

In Arkansas, legislators last week filed a bill to repeal the state’s fluoridation program.
The debates have been ignited or fueled by three developments:

In August, a federal agency reported “with moderate confidence” that there is a link between high levels of fluoride
exposure — more than twice the recommended limit — and lower IQ in kids.

In September, the federal judge ordered the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency to further regulate fluoride in drinking
water because high levels could pose a risk to the intellectual development of children.

This month, just days before the election, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. declared that Donald Trump would push to remove
fluoride from drinking water on his first day as president. Trump later picked Kennedy to run the Department of Health
and Human Services.

In Durango, Colorado, there was an unsuccessful attempt to stop fluoridating the water during Trump’s first term in office.
A new push came this year, as Trump saw a surge of political support.

“It’s just kind of the ebb and flow of politics on the national level that ultimately affects us down here,” said city
spokesperson Tom Sluis.

Fluoride is a public health success story but opposition persists.

Fluoride strengthens teeth and reduces cavities by replacing minerals lost during normal wear and tear, according to the
U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. In 1950, federal officials endorsed water fluoridation to prevent tooth
decay, and the addition of low levels of fluoride to drinking water has long been considered one of the greatest public
health achievements of the last century.

Fluoride can come from a number of sources, but drinking water is the main source for Americans, researchers say.
Nearly two-thirds of the U.S. population gets fluoridated drinking water, according to CDC data.

There is a recommended fluoridation level, but many communities exceed that, sometimes because fluoride occurs
naturally at higher levels in certain water sources.

Opposition is nothing new, though for decades it was considered a fringe opinion.

Adherents included conspiracy theorists who claimed fluoridation was a plot to make people submissive to government
power.

Health officials could point to studies that showed that cavities were less common in communities with fluoridated water,
and that dental health worsened in communities without it.

But fluoride isn’t just in water. Through the years it became common in toothpaste, mouthwash and other products. And
data began to emerge that there could be too much of a good thing: In 2011, officials reported that 2 out of 5 U.S.
adolescents had at least mild tooth streaking or spottiness because of too much fluoride.

In 2015, the CDC recommended that communities revisit how much they were putting in the water.

Beginning in 1962, the government recommended a range of 0.7 milligrams per liter for warmer climates where people
drink more water to 1.2 milligrams in cooler areas. The new standard became 0.7 everywhere.

Over time, more studies pointed to a different problem: a link between higher levels of fluoride and brain development.
The August report by the federal government’s National Toxicology Program — summarizing studies conducted in
Canada, China, India, Iran, Pakistan and Mexico — concluded that drinking water containing more than 1.5 milligrams of
fluoride per liter was associated with lower IQs in kids.



“There’s no question that fluoride prevents cavities,” said Dr. Tom Frieden, who was director of the CDC when the agency
changed the recommended fluoride levels. “There’s also no question we’re getting more fluoride than we were 50 years
ago, through toothpaste and other things.”

Frieden said “a legitimate question” has been raised about whether fluoride affects brain development, and studies
making that link “need to be looked at carefully.”

Many people in health care strongly embrace water fluoridation. The American Dental Association and the American
Academy of Pediatrics reaffirmed their endorsement of current CDC recommendations in the wake of the federal report
and the judge’s ruling.

Colorado’s health department, which weighed in during a Nov. 5 Durango city council meeting, said in a statement that it
“seeks to align its public health recommendations with the latest scientific research. The facts of this court ruling are not
sufficient” to revise current fluoridation levels.

Durango officials are waiting to see what the EPA does in reaction to the recent court decision, said Sluis, the city
spokesman.

“We follow the science,” he said. “It wouldn’t be in the best interest of the city to stop fluoridation based on one judge’s
interpretation.”

In Yorktown, Lachterman concluded the judge’s decision was enough to halt fluoridation.

He recalled a community discussion several years ago in which most people in the room clearly favored fluoridation, but
recently it seems public comment has reversed.

“It’s like a total 180,” he said.
But not all public pressure these days is against the idea.

In September, Buffalo, New York, announced it would resume water fluoridation after not having it for nearly a decade.
News reports had described an increase in tooth decay and families sued, seeking damages for dental costs.

The Buffalo Sewer Authority’s general manager, Oluwole McFoy declined to discuss the decision with The Associated
Press, citing the litigation.

For its part, the EPA “is in the process of reviewing the district court’s decision,” spokesman Jeff Landis said this week.
In Monroe, Wisconsin, fluoridation “has become avery hot issue,” said its mayor, Donna Douglas.
The small city, near Madison, started fluoridating its drinking water in the early 1960s.

But in the late summer, some residents began calling and emailing Douglas, saying she needed to do something about
what they saw as a public health danger. The first call “was more like a threat,” she recalled.

Douglas said she did not take a position on whether to stop, but decided to raise it to the city council for discussion.
The discussions were unusually emotional.

Few people tend to speak during public comment sessions at council meetings, said Douglas.

But more than two dozen people spoke at a city council meeting last month, most of them in favor of fluoridation.
At a subsequent meeting, about a dozen more people — all opposed to fluoridation — came out to speak.

“This is the first time we’ve had any debates at all” like this, Douglas said. “I didn’t realize it would be such a heated
discussion.”
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UCR helps create new type of grass

Drought-resistant ‘Coachella’ variety was developed
with Riverside sod company

BY JORDAN B. DARLING
SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA NEWS GROUP

UC Riverside and a Riverside-based sod company have teamed up to sell a new
drought-resistant Bermuda grass.

The grass, called Coachella, is a less-thirsty, greener-longer hybrid of Bermuda
grass.

The university’s Office of Technology Partnerships and West Coast Turf hope to
initially target golf courses and sports stadiums that need large amounts of real
grass.

It is the first Bermuda grass to come from the university’s turfgrass breeding
program, which was rebooted in 2012 after a long hiatus, a UCR news release
states. It is the UC system’s only turfgrass program.

The grass “exhibits our targeted traits of improved winter color retention,
exemplary drought resistance above and beyond most existing Bermuda grass
cultivars and, of course, exceptional quality characteristics,” Jim Baird, a UCR
professor and cooperative extension specialist in turfgrass science, said in the
Nov. 25 release.

When UCR develops turfgrass, it’s looking at several factors: pest tolerance,
drought tolerance, how well it spreads, and its recovery from environmental and
human impacts, the release states.

But Baird said in the release that the biggest factor behind Coachella was the
development of what he called “winter color retention.”

“Californians don’t like brown or dormant grass; warm-season grasses like
Bermuda grass turn in the winter months,” Baird said in the release. “Coachella
is a significant step in the right direction in terms of maintaining better turf color
and quality year-round with a lot less water. Essentially, we now have turfgrasses
that use as little or less water than the so-called lawn replacement plants or
groundcovers.”



Bermuda grass requires about 40% less water than tall fescue, the most common
lawn grass in California, in the heat of the summer. The Coachella Bermuda grass
hybrid offers an additional 15 to 25% water savings from most other Bermuda
grass cultivars.

The grass will be sold as sheets of sod or sprigs. For every square foot of sod or
bushel of sprigs sold, UCR will receive a royalty based on a percentage of sales.

It will be early 2026 before West Coast Turf can offer Coachella turf to
homeowners. It will be available either directly through West Coast Turf or
through big-box stores and other retailers.
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Water quality puts city in crisis mode

Escondido declares local emergency, points to camps

BY PAUL SISSON
UNION-TRIBUNE

Escondido’s city manager on Sunday declared a local emergency and announced
plans to clear homeless encampments from a section of Escondido Creek after
recent water quality tests showed elevated bacteria levels.

After receiving months of complaints from neighbors, the city of Escondido plans
to clear and fence a section of Escondido Creek that is the site of a growing
homeless encampment that some call “the jungle.”

In a notice posted on the city’s website Sunday, officials declared a local
emergency, saying they would be addressing public health and environmental
risks. The city cited water testing that found “coliform bacteria populations are 2
to 3 times higher than generally acceptable standards for safe and sanitary human
contact.” Levels of enterococcus bacteria, another pathogen known to cause
human illness, are “7 to 14 (times) higher than acceptable standards,” though
specific amounts were not listed.

The Escondido City Council will hold a special meeting this afternoon and discuss
ratifying City Manager Sean McGlynn’s emergency proclamation and spending S4
million on the response, including putting up fencing and paying for the removal
of debris and any invasive plant species.

The city said the Church of God, Escondido will serve as a staging area for
outreach and support services as the encampments are removed. It listed several
nonprofit service providers, regulatory agencies, and community partners it said
would assist those affected.

“This is not an overnight process,” Deputy City Manager Chris McKinney said in a
statement. “While you will see progress, ratifying the emergency order, securing
necessary resources, and connecting people with support services are essential
first steps before fencing or other remediation efforts can begin.”

An emergency declaration allows the city to move forward more quickly on the
project, setting aside some bidding requirements if necessary, in order to make
the project happen quickly.



A staff report accompanying the city’s proclamation states that previous efforts
to clean up the creek bed have been unsuccessful, including three cleanup
projects that removed 120 cubic yards of trash and debris from the area roughly
bounded by the Harmony Creek Road and Citracado Parkway bridges over
Escondido Creek.

“There still remains significant encampment material, trash, debris, shopping
carts and human feces,” the staff report states, adding that 50 patrols by police
have not kept the creek bed clear.

City officials say there’s also a heightened fire danger coming from the homeless
encampments. Firefighters have responded to 64 calls in the area, compared to 24
last year.

The encampment exists at the spot where the creek leaves its man-made
concrete channel, passing through open space that is covered with brush and
other cover.

Escondido officials said the problem has worsened since the California
Department of Transportation installed fencing and removed encampments from
state property. The city report said that “many of the people displaced from those
encampments moved into the Harmony Grove Creek Bed Area.”

JP Theberge, a board member of the Escondido Creek Conservancy, said he has
been copied on many complaint letters from surrounding residents, especially
those living in the nearby Harmony Grove Village development to the west, who
have become alarmed at the activities they have observed and experienced since
the encampment started growing larger.

“These letters are horrific,” Theberge said. “People are reporting getting
threatened in their backyards, you know, a lot of criminality.

“People are reporting getting robbed, things being taken from their homes.”

According to its report, Escondido plans to take a page from the state’s playbook
and plans to purchase and install fencing that is “cut-resistant” and “climb-
resistant,” which is said to be the type that Caltrans has recently used to secure
its own properties.

Mike McConnell, a local advocate for unhoused residents, called clearing people’s
belongings and fencing current encampment locations treating the symptoms of
a much larger problem that started in downtown San Diego with camping bans.

“This won’t solve anything, it never does,” McConnell said. “We spend a lot of
money to just relocate the problem over and over and over again.”



Joseph Thompson, who lives in the creek bed encampment, saw a notice that had
been posted Sunday. “As of this morning, we have 24 hours to vacate,” Thompson
said.

He said he has been living in the area for about 2 1/2 months after having to leave
recuperative care lodging.

He said his attempts to find a shelter bed have been unsuccessful. He said he is
not using drugs or alcohol and does not qualify for programs that help people
struggling with addiction.

He said he considers the city’s complaints about dirty creek water to be a means
to an end. After all, water in the creek has to trickle out from individual yards and
businesses. It has not rained in months.

As to the complaints of crime, Thompson said he knows there are some “bad
apples” but said he thinks most are just trying to get by in the last place they can
find to hunker down.

“We can’t be in town because, of course, we get run off from every place around,”
Thompson said. “Yes, there are some people out there that just don’t care, that
trash everything around.

“But most of us don’t, and we try to stop that. We’re just living here trying to get
what kind of jobs we can. It’s harsh.”
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Binational effort needed to address the
sewage Crisis

BY JOHN BECKHAM

Two weeks ago, Jerry Sanders, president of the San Diego Regional Chamber of
Commerce, announced his retirement. When asked about his successes, he
shared that one achievement he takes the most pride in from his time at the
chamber is the work done to strengthen the U.S.-Mexico cross-border
relationship.

As the North American Development Bank (NADBank) marks 30 productive years
of operation, our efforts reflect the power of binational collaboration. For
decades, NADBank has worked closely with stakeholders on both sides of the
border to address shared challenges. This work will intensify in the years ahead.

While this anniversary offers an opportunity to reflect on past accomplishments,
our focus remains forward-looking — addressing the pressing concern of
improving water resource management, including the chronic environmental
pollution caused by transboundary sewage flows from the Tijuana River and
northern transoceanic currents.

The urgency of this issue cannot be overstated. Transboundary sewage flows
threaten public health, damage the environment and negatively affect the
economic vitality of communities in both nations. This shared challenge requires
a united effort to protect our beaches, rivers and livelihoods. Long-term
infrastructure solutions will require active participation from stakeholders at
every level of government in both countries to secure necessary resources.
NADBank’s role is to boost and coordinate these efforts, so every dollar invested
achieves the greatest possible impact.

U.S. federal leaders like the late Sen. Dianne Feinstein championed the cause and
now, Sen. Alex Padilla, along with local House members Scott Peters and Juan
Vargas, must continue to advocate for increased funding through the U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency’s Border Water Infrastructure Program. This
critical program funds binational water and wastewater projects aimed at
reducing and preventing transboundary sewage flows. Over the last five years,
funding for Border Water Infrastructure Program has steadily increased,
demonstrating Washington’s commitment to resolving this issue.

On the Mexican side, Comision Nacional del Agua (Conagua), the country’s federal
water authority, has shown extraordinary dedication by matching U.S. federal



investments dollar-for-dollar, while also leveraging additional funding from
state and local governments. Since 2017, NADBank has utilized the Border Water
Infrastructure Program program to invest S18 million, leveraging a total of $43
million, to improve Tijuana’s wastewater infrastructure. This past January,
Mexico’s federal government took another critical step by breaking ground on
upgrades to the San Antonio de los Buenos Wastewater Treatment Plant, a project
nearing completion.

Baja California Gov. Marina del Pilar Avila is also a dedicated partner. Under her
leadership, the state government and NADBank have structured a 30-year
collaborative initiative funded with S150 million in debt to repair wastewater
infrastructure, diversify water sources and create incentive systems for local
utilities to improve their performance. As a direct result of this investment in
Tijuana, four wastewater projects are currently under construction, with two
others approved and scheduled to begin shortly. Upon completion, these projects
will reduce transboundary flows. The governor’s strong commitment underscores
the significance of this concern for both the state and the region.

In California, the state government has prioritized this issue by including S50
million for Tijuana River and New River projects in Proposition 4, California’s
climate bond. Supported by leaders like state Sen. Ben Allen, D-El Segundo,
former Assemblymember Eduardo Garcia, D-Coachella, and border
Assemblymember David Alvarez, D-San Diego, this funding provides the bank
with an opportunity to continue fostering collaboration with the state while
leveraging funds for these much-needed projects.

Local partners are also stepping up. In Mexico, the Tijuana water utility (Cespt)
has been instrumental in constructing and rehabilitating wastewater collection
systems. In San Diego County, local governments have studied and invested in
solutions, voicing strong support for initiatives aimed at addressing the negative
impact of the Tijuana River on their communities.

The recent recognition of NADBank Chief Environmental Officer Salvador Lopez
as an international leader by the San Diego Regional Chamber of Commerce
acknowledges the value of the work carried out by him, NADBank and our
partners. However, the true reward lies in achieving lasting solutions.

Now is the time for continued leadership and commitment. Federal, state and
local governments in both nations must sustain their investment in wastewater
infrastructure to ensure cleaner water and healthier communities on both sides of
the border. By working together, we can secure a brighter future for all.

Beckham is managing director of North American Development Bank and lives in San
Antonio, Texas.
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Riverside utility refunds ordered

Judge rules $37M owed to customers after city illegally transferred water revenue
to other funds

BY BEAU YARBROUGH
BYARBROUGH®@SCNG.COM

Riverside Public Utilities customers will be eligible for more than $37 million in refunds after Superior Court judges
found the city has been illegally transferring 11.5% of water revenues to pay for other basic city services.

The decision came earlier this month, when Superior Court Judge Harold W. Hopp ruled in a case brought by Riverside
residents in 2019.

The lawsuit alleged the city of Riverside was violating state Proposition 218 by overcharging ratepayers to generate excess
water profits for purposes unrelated to providing water. The 1996 law prevents utilities from charging customers more
than the actual cost of service.

In May 2023, Judge Craig Riemer ruled the city’s practice violated the law, but didn’t rule on whether the residents who
brought the suit had been damaged by Riverside transferring revenues.

The Dec. 3 ruling says customers are eligible for at least $37 million in refunds, and that number could still go up. Hopp
will get additional information about funds collected before July 2018 and spent after September 2023, and all parties are
expected to meet again next month to discuss the issue.

It’s not clear when water customers would see any refunds.
This is not the first such battle between Riverside residents and the city over utility revenues.

In 2016, a resident sued the city, arguing that if the city-owned utility could give millions each year to the general fund, it
was overcharging customers on their bills. A lower court ruled in favor of the city a year later.

Then in 2020, a Superior Court judge ruled that an electricity rate hike being used in part to pay for other city services
was an unconstitutional tax. The city ended up paying a $24 million settlement and had to let voters decide about the
practice of diverting electrical rate revenues toward other city needs. Voters approved the practice in 2021, with 54.52%
of voters saying yes to Measure C.

“Unfortunately, the city keeps doing the same thing it’s being told not to do,” attorney Ryan Kroll, who represents the
plaintiffs in the suit, said on Monday. “The City Council voted in 2023 to continue this practice, so it does seem like the
City Council hasn’t learned its lesson.”

The city of Riverside declined to comment on Hopp's ruling, city spokesperson Phil Pitchford wrote in an email, because
“litigation is not yet complete.”
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$250M for treatment plant in limbo

Spending bill allocating federal funds scrapped after
Trump opposes it

BY TAMMY MURGA
UNION-TRIBUNE

San Diego’s congressional delegation announced Tuesday it had secured the
remaining funding needed to upgrade the long-neglected federal wastewater
treatment plant at the U.S.-Mexico border that has allowed sewage from Tijuana
to pollute South County shorelines.

But the stopgap spending bill that would provide the $250 million to complete the
critical repairs was scrapped late Wednesday after President-elect Donald Trump
and others urged the House of Representatives to reject the deal, putting the fate
of the plant funding in limbo.

U.S. Sen. Alex Padilla and Rep. Scott Peters led the lobbying effort to secure the
funds for the U.S. International Boundary and Water Commission, which needs a
total of S600 million to rehabilitate and expand the plant’s capacity. The sum
does not include costs to operate and maintain the infrastructure.

Amid news of opposition from the incoming administration, a spokesperson for
Peters said via email that while the situation was fluid, there was “a lot of
concern” regarding the spending bill’s certainty. Padilla’s office said it was
remaining hopeful the bill would still pass by this weekend.

In a statement Wednesday, Vice President-elect JD Vance said Republicans
support money for disaster relief, which includes the $250 million for the South
Bay plant, but added that a streamlined bill “that doesn’t give the Democrats
everything they want” should be passed.

The South Bay facility has long been underfunded and undermaintained. It
repeatedly takes in more sewage from Tijuana than it was designed to treat, which
has left the agency with multiple Clean Water Act violations for releasing
wastewater into the Pacific Ocean beyond what it is permitted.

Commissioner Maria-Elena Giner, head of the U.S. IBWC, has said that
equipment failure — due to uncontrollable, record-breaking flows of sewage and
sediment — and political challenges have compromised repair efforts.



But thanks to more than S100 million Congress secured for the IBWC earlier this
year and S300 million in 2020, the agency broke ground on the project to fix and
upgrade the broken plant. Still, the federal agency said it needs an additional S250
million to complete the job.

“This critical investment is needed to fully fund the plant’s rehabilitation and
expansion project,” Rep. Juan Vargas said in a statement Tuesday before the bill
was withdrawn. “Toxic sewage pollution in the Tijuana River has hurt our health,
our environment, and our economy for too long. It’s unacceptable and our
communities need relief.”

Last year, sewage and unmanaged stormwater from Tijuana into the U.S.
exceeded 44 billion gallons, the most on record in the last quarter-century. And
over the last five years, more than 100 billion gallons reached south San Diego
County shorelines, resulting in beach closures, reported illnesses and economic
downturns.

Imperial Beach Mayor Paloma Aguirre and community advocates spent
Wednesday at the White House and the Capitol urging the Biden administration
to declare the sewage crisis an emergency in its final days. They planned to
deliver more than 7,400 signatures petitioning the proclamation.

“Already, the bacteria and stench from toxic contamination in neighborhoods
next to the Tijuana River and on the coastline is making people sick, making
homes unlivable and stopping everyone from kids to Navy SEALS from using the
beach,” read a statement from the group. “President Biden has until his last day
in office, Jan. 19th, to take action on this problem with an emergency declaration
and set the stage for further action by the Trump Administration.”
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Little rain, extreme heat deepen drought in
the Southwest

BY DIANA LEONARD
THE WASHINGTON POST

Drought is deepening in the Southwestern United States because of a lack of
rain and persistent heat over the past several months.

The parched conditions are most pronounced in Arizona, Nevada and
southeastern California, where severe to extreme drought expanded in recent
weeks.

As of Wednesday, Las Vegas has not had measurable rain in 158 days — the
second-longest such streak for the city on record, according to the Brian Planz,
a meteorologist with the National Weather Service in Las Vegas. The longest
rain-free run was 240 days in 2020. “Measurable” rain is defined as .01 inch or
greater.

“The last six months or so have been really unusually dry,” said Curtis Riganti,
a climatologist with the National Drought Mitigation Center in Lincoln, Neb.
That has combined with high evaporation from heat waves, especially in
southern Nevada, Arizona and central and southeastern California, he said.

The rainfall deficits started to mount in many areas when the monsoon fizzled
out this summer and have continued into December.

“We saw an early start to monsoon precipitation in late June, but thunderstorm
activity really slowed down by late July,” Michael Crimmins, a climate scientist
at the University of Arizona, said in an email. “By the end of September, most
of the Southwest was behind in summer precipitation and short-term drought
conditions crept back in.”

Extreme heat this summer and fall has accelerated the descent into drought, as
the atmosphere draws more moisture from soil and plants.

Both Phoenix and Las Vegas saw their hottest summers on record, as did other
parts of the Southwest.

An extraordinary heat wave in October brought record temperatures to Phoenix
for 21 straight days.
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“The heat definitely had an exacerbating effect — driving up
evapotranspiration levels and quickly drying out any soil moisture that was
gained with summer rain,” he said.

Although the latest drought conditions are considered short-term, they are
happening on top of the broader Southwest megadrought that has seen
precipitation deficits over more than two decades, combined with warming
temperatures.

Early-season mountain snowpack has been mixed, with much of the story this
winter still to be written. It’s far below normal in much of the Southwest,
including in Arizona and New Mexico. The picture is a bit brighter in the Upper
Colorado River Basin — a region that is key to water supply for two major
freshwater reservoirs, Lake Powell and Lake Mead — and where the snowpack
is near to above normal.

A weak and short-lived La Nina is expected to develop over the next couple of
months, and by some measures has already arrived. The climate pattern, which
features cooler than normal water in the eastern tropical Pacific, can portend a
dry winter for the Southwest.

“The weak La Nina outlook may give us some wiggle room for storms to sneak
at some point in the upcoming season, but the climate models suggest
otherwise and are bullish on continuing dry conditions,” Crimmins said.

So far this season, most storms are targeting the Pacific Northwest and
Northern California, but there are growing signs that the storm track could dip
south before the end of December.

If the winter ends up dry, however, that could quickly spell trouble for wildfire
risk and water supply next year. The latest outlooks show drought expanding in
the Southwest in the coming months.

“Couple that with the previous dry summer and ongoing above average
temperatures and we could be in a really tough spot by the spring,” Crimmins
said.
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Arizona agency will regulate groundwater use in rural
southeast

PHOENIX — It’s necessary to regulate groundwater in the state’s rural southeast, allowing the designation of a controlled
area to stop rapid depletion of the water through agricultural use, the Arizona Department of Water Resources announced
Friday.

The department’s Director Tom Buschatzke said data analysis of hydrologic conditions in the state’s Willcox basin shows
that the conditions have been met “to take necessary steps to defend our groundwater supplies for future generations.”

Under state law, Buschatzke is empowered as director to designate what is known as an “active management area” for the
Willcox Groundwater Basin in Arizona’s Cochise and Graham counties.

“As my staff has made clear in public hearings held in Willcox and in response to comments on our presentations from
members of the public, the hydrologic conditions in the basin meet the statutory requirements,” he said.

The designation was made on Dec. 1, after a public hearing and a vote by area resident, the water agency said.

— The Associated Press
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Biden signs stopgap bill with funds for
sewage plant

Facility releasing pollution off South County
shorelines to receive S250M for update

BY TAMMY MURGA
UNION-TRIBUNE

After days of chaotic revisions, Congress sent President Joe Biden a stopgap
spending bill that includes critical funding for a long-deferred upgrade to the
wastewater treatment plant at the U.S.-Mexico border. Biden signed the bill
Saturday.

The measure, signed shortly after the midnight deadline to avert a government
shutdown, includes $S250 million for the U.S. International Boundary and Water
Commission — the federal agency responsible for managing the South Bay
International Wastewater Treatment Plant in the Tijuana River Valley.

For years, the plant has been unable to properly clean Tijuana sewage before
releasing it off South County shorelines, forcing repeated beach closures and
complaints of health problems by South Bay residents. According to IBWC
officials and the San Diego congressional delegation, which pushed to have the
funding included in the bill, the money will cover a $200 million shortfall to
repair and expand the plant. The total cost of the project, which is expected to
take five years to complete, is estimated at S600 million.

“This new funding will help repair and improve broken equipment, increase the
plant’s capacity and provide stronger environmental protection,” Veolia North
America, which operates the South Bay plant on behalf of the IBWC, said Saturday
in a statement.

“Strengthening the South Bay plant is a major step toward a permanent solution
for the region’s enormous problems treating sewage that crosses the border from
Mexico, and passing this funding into law will help speed water quality
improvements to benefit the entire region.”

Many parts of the plant have broken, including treatment tanks responsible for
removing solids such as trash, sand and sewage from water.



While the federal agency has brought repaired tanks and other equipment online,
they have broken again because of unprecedented amounts of polluted flows
entering the plant from Mexico. That has left the agency with multiple Clean
Water Act violations for releasing wastewater into the Pacific Ocean beyond what
it is permitted.

Reports of Tijuana sewage leaking over the border into the San Diego region
stretch back at least to the 1930s. While significant improvements were made in
the 1990s, the Mexican city’s plumbing has not kept pace with population growth.

Years of underinvestment in treatment plants in both countries have worsened
pollution, leaving people ill with headaches, nausea, respiratory issues and other
symptoms. Pollution has also affected wildlife, closed shorelines and hurt local
economies.

The new funding comes after IBWC leader Maria-Elena Giner told federal officials
last year how critically underfunded the treatment plant was and how the
agency’s S50 million budget for all its projects across the U.S.-Mexico border
would fall severely short.

In 2020, Congress allocated S300 million for the plant, but half of that, it was
later revealed, was to cover deferred maintenance. The San Diego congressional
delegation, with the support of local elected officials and advocacy groups,
successfully pushed for an additional S156 million earlier this year.

The IBWC broke ground on the repair and expansion project in October, doubling
the plant’s capacity to treat 50 million gallons of daily flows.

“It is long overdue, and won’t happen overnight, but our community will see the
results as these fixes are completed and Mexico also improves its wastewater
infrastructure,” Rep. Scott Peters said in a statement. “We must continue to
monitor and study how this pollution hurts people in affected communities. I will
be zealously monitoring the progress of repairs to ensure we are never in this
position again.”



Union Tribune, Monday, December 23, 2024

Pure Water construction snafu snarls traffic
near bottleneck

BY DAVID GARRICK
UNION-TRIBUNE

A flooding problem that’s inflating the price tag of San Diego’s Pure Water
recycling system by many millions is also creating another problem that’s
frustrating people from Mission Valley to Point Loma.

The seemingly never-ending closure of westbound Friars Road at a key choke
point between Napa Street and Sea World Drive is causing major congestion
during rush hour and doubling commute times for many.

Neighborhood angst across San Diego has been mostly minimal since crews broke
ground three years ago on the pipelines and pump stations of the sprawling Pure
Water sewage recycling system, the largest project in city history.

But the angst is now on the rise in Linda Vista, the location of the Friars Road
closure, and in Old Town, Mission Valley and Point Loma — neighborhoods where
commuters rely heavily on that western stretch of Friars Road.

“The city calls the project ‘Pure Water,’ but it’s becoming a pure nightmare for a
neighborhood to go through,” said Robert Myers, who lives on Friars Road two
blocks from the closure.

Residents were initially told westbound Friars Road would be closed one year to
build Pure Water’s Morena Boulevard pump station. That was more than three
years ago, and city officials now call the timeline to reopen “indefinite.”

In addition to the delay, neighbors say they’re frustrated that city officials have
been less than forthcoming and transparent about the delays and any potential
solutions.

“There hasn’t been much information, if any, given to us,” said Felicity Senoski,
chair of the Linda Vista Community Planning Group. “It’s been tough.”

All the trouble traces back to a notorious flooding problem at the Morena pump
station. City officials say a consultant underestimated how vulnerable the site is
to flooding, making it nearly impossible to build the pump station.

Construction was delayed many months while crews built a S20 million secant
wall — essentially a dam around the site of the pump station — to make the land



dry enough for construction.

Because the pump station won’t be ready on schedule, the city plans to start Pure
Water out at 7.5 millions of purified sewage when the system begins running in
mid-2026.

Officials say the volume will be ramped up to the 30 million gallons per day
originally intended when the system is fully operational in late 2027.

Pure Water can’t fully function without all 12 parts of the system in place, because
all of the elements must work together like a well-choreographed ballet.

The flooding problem is the main reason why westbound Friars Road has been
closed more than three years — far longer than the initial one-year estimate.

While the closure has always created congestion, Myers said it’s become much
worse since crews began work on a separate Pure Water project nearby:
underground pipelines known as Morena Conveyance South & Middle.

“It is worse this past year because the Friars Road detour points you to the
Morena detour, so traffic is backing up even more,” Myers said. “The continued
time and money this detour costs the residents of the west end of Mission Valley
heading anywhere west or north is never addressed by anyone in the city
government.”

Michele Addington, chair of the Mission Valley Community Planning Group, said
it’s a particularly unfortunate spot for a road closure exacerbated by a nearby
detour.

“There is so much traffic there going to the shopping centers,” she said. “It
doesn’t take more than 20 cars to clog the roads.”

A city spokesperson gave residents some hope last week. Tyler Becker said city
officials are trying to find a way to open one westbound lane on Friars Road.

“With the progress of work on the Morena Pump Station project allowing for
some construction site adjustments along Friars Road, the construction team is
actively working to determine if a two-way vehicle traffic pattern is possible
while still maintaining the work area at the east end of Friars Road,” Becker said.
“We plan to have a status update on the alternative traffic control plan in early
2025.”

Other neighborhoods have also been affected by Pure Water work — particularly
Clairemont, University City and Scripps Ranch. But delays and problems have
been rare, and city officials have kept residents updated.



“Generally speaking, they don’t spring absolutely new things on us,” said Chris
Nielsen, chair of the planning group in University City. “We’ve had things take
longer than we would like, but it’s been reasonably straightforward.”

Unfortunately for those affected by the Friars closure, more trouble is on the way.

Construction of the nearby Alvarado Second Pipeline is expected to begin soon
and could be underway through 2029.

The project will replace water pipelines along Friars Road, Sea World Drive,
Fashion Valley Road, Riverwalk Drive, Hazard Center Drive and Frazee Road
between Interstate 805 and Sea World.

This stretch of Friars Road has already suffered in recent years from work on the
Riverwalk project and the now-completed double-tracking of railroad between
Tecolote Road and the Old Town Transit Center.

Scheduled road closures can be tracked at purewatersd.org, which has an
interactive map.
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Coats on ACWA conference panel
addressing low-income assistance
programs

By Joe Naiman - December 21, 2024

Danielle Coats, Rancho Water Director of Government and Public Affairs. Valley News/RCWD photo

The Association of California Water Agencies held its 2024 fall conference December 3-5 in
Palm Desert, and Rancho California Water District director of government and public affairs

Danielle Coats was on a December 4 panel.

Coats participated in the "Moving the Ball Forward on a Water Low Income Rate Assistance
Program” session. The panel discussed issues and challenges to implementing a water low-

income rate assistance program.

"I think it's just an interesting opportunity to explore how water districts are similar and
different from other utilities,” Coats said. "Water is one of the utilities that does not have an

assistance program.”



Other than coronavirus relief measures the State of California has not had a rate assistance
program for low-income water users. The consensus that there is a need for such a

program has not been matched by an agreement on legislation. The ACWA panel addressed
fundamental issues such as efficient enrollment, funding, and compatibility with Proposition

218 while also discussing potential pathways for success.

Coats was joined on the panel by Hidden Valley Lake Community Services District (Lake
County) project manager Hannah Davidson and Best Best & Krieger partner Lutfi Kharuf.

The panel was moderated by ACWA Deputy Executive Director Cindy Tuck.

"My role was to speak from more of a statewide policy perspective,” Coats said.

Coats was raised in Canyon Lake and was on the staff of the Western Riverside Council of
Governments before joining the water industry. She was with the Eastern Municipal Water
District for 11 years and has been with Rancho Water for 2 1/2 years. Coats was thus with
Eastern in July 2020 when the EMWD board implemented a low-income customer

assistance program in partnership with United Way of the Inland Valleys which provided a

$£100 credit for qualified customers.

The American Rescue Plan Act of 2021 provided funding to address the public health
emergency and economic impacts of the coronavirus epidemic; infrastructure was an
eligible use and both Eastern and Rancho Water obtained ARPA funding for projects. A
separate Federal program provided $200 in one-time assistance to qualified customers.
“Both Eastern and Rancho were able to take advantage of some of the funding that came

through the Federal government,” Coats said.

The State Water Resources Control Board implemented one-time assistance programs, the
Low Income Home Water Assistance Program and the California Water and Wastewater
Arrearage Payment Program, which were geared toward addressing water bills many
customers could not pay when they were out of work during the coronavirus shutdown. The
California Water and Wastewater Arrearage Payment Program provided funding to the
water agencies when customers were unable to afford bill payments. "It allowed for the

water districts to be full,” Coats said.



Proposition 218 was passed by the state’s voters in November 1996 in response to some
local governments creating benefit assessment areas to circumvent the public vote
requirement to increase property taxes. Proposition 218 requires a public vote on benefit
assessments and exempts water and sewer rate increases if a cost of service study shows a
relationship between the rates and the agency’s cost to provide water or sewer service. The
conditions of that exemption preclude one customer class from subsidizing another. Some
water districts throughout California have utilized non-ratepayer revenue such as cell phone
tower leases and late payment fees to provide payment assistance to disadvantaged or

struggling customers.

Low-income assistance is based on the Federal poverty level, which for a family of four is
currently $31,200. Rate assistance is usually based on an income being below 200 percent
of the Federal poverty level, or $62,400. "That’s generally the indicator that we use for

identifying a disadvantaged community member,” Coats said.

Approximately 34 percent of California’s 38 million residents have incomes below 200
percent of the Federal poverty level. Some of those are retired senior citizens who are
homeowners and have paid all or most of their mortgage and some have inherited family
homes. Many others live in apartment units or in recreational vehicle parks, which creates

another obstacle to a successful low-income water rate assistance program.

"Seventy-two percent of those customers statewide do not receive a water bill directly,”
Coats said. "Most of the folks that need the program aren't actually able to take advantage

of it.”
Coats also noted that implementing a low-income assistance program at the water district
level can be costly and many water districts lack a large enough low-income population to

make a program feasible to maintain.

Joe Naiman can be reached at jnaiman@reedermedia.com.
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Rancho Water Board elects new President and Senior Vice President

TEMECULA — The Rancho
California Water District (Rancho
Water/District) Board of Directors
has elected Brian Brady as President
and J.D. Harkey as Senior Vice
President for the upcoming one-year
term beginning in January 2025.
The Board’s unanimous vote reflects
their confidence in the leadership
and expertise of these two distin-
guished individuals.

President Brady brings a wealth
of experience to his new role. First
elected to Rancho Water’s Board in
November 2020, he has served as
Senior Vice President, Chairman
of the Planning and Administration
Committee, and alternate on the
Finance and Audit Committee. He
also represents Rancho Water as
the first alternate on the California
Association of Sanitation Agencies
(CASA).

With over 40 years of engineer-
ing and executive management
experience in the public and pri-
vate sectors of western electric and
water utilities, President Brady is
a seasoned professional in water
resource assessment, asset valu-
ation, and strategic operations of
water utilities. His previous roles
include General Manager of the
Fallbrook Public Utility District,
where he collaborated with Camp
Pendleton Marine Base to develop
the Santa Margarita River Conjunc-
tive Use Project. He has also served
as the Governor’s appointee to the
Colorado River Board of California.

Brian Brady.

“T appreciate the Board’s confi-
dence in my leadership and extend
my congratulations to Senior Vice
President J.D. Harkey,” said Brady.
“I am honored to step into this
role as Rancho Water advances in-
novative water sustainability and
infrastructure projects to benefit our
community.”

Valley News/Courtesy photos

Senior Vice President Harkey
was elected to Rancho Water’s
Board in November 2022. He is
an active member of the Planning
and Administration Committee and
the Engineering and Operations
Committee. A long-time Temecula
resident, Harkey serves as the CEO
of Drake Enterprises, overseeing

J.D. Harkey.

450 acres of avocado and wine
grape farming.

“Tam excited to take on the role of
Senior Vice President,” said Harkey.
“Itis a privilege to support President
Brady and the rest of the Board as
we address critical water challenges
and opportunities in our region.”

Rancho Water congratulates

President Brian Brady and Senior
Vice President J.D. Harkey on their
elections and looks forward to their
leadership in tackling key water
resource initiatives that enhance
sustainability and resilience for the
community.
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RCWD donates four trucks for Temecula Citizen Corps City

Emergency Response Team

Joe Naiman
Special to Valley News

Four Rancho California Water
District trucks which were sched-
uled for removal from service will
be donated to the Temecula Citizen
Corps City Emergency Response
Team.

The RCWD board voted 6-0 De-
cember 12, with William Plurmmer
absent, to approve the donation
of the vehicles, The trucks will
formally be donated to the City of
T ‘mecula for use by the Temecula
Citizen Corps City Emergency

Response Team.

The Temecula Citizen Corps
program coordinates the efforts
of private citizens. neighborhood
leaders, public safety agenecies,
and city officials to enhance emer-
gency and disaster preparedness. Tt
has trained representatives from
each neighborhood in the ¢ity on
emergency notification methods,
damage assessment, and special
needs of community residents and
has also trained citizens in first aid,
crime prevention, and neighbor-
hood safety. The advisory board
includes a representative from a

local public utility, and that is cur-
rently RCWD safety/risk officer
Daniel Lohre,

Some of the current Temecula
Citizen Corps vehicles are not op-
erational, and the Temecula Citi-
zen Corps does not have funding
to purchase new ones. The city’s
emergency manager asked Temec-
ula Citizen Corps board members
if any of their organizations were
planning to donate any vehicles
capable of towing emergency
response trailers, Lohre reviewed
the request with Rancho Water’s
Operations Department, and four
vehicles were identified as not in
use and on the roster to be removed
from service. Those vehicles are a
1999 F-450, a 2000 F-450, a 2001
F-350, and a 2010 F-550.

In the event of an emergency the
donated vehicles could be used to
assist with setting up and operating
emergeney evacuation shelters,

to staff the city’s Emergency
Operation Center’s Communica-
tion Center during storm watch
events, to provide field personnel
who can check on critical loca-
tions subject to flooding during
significant storms, to provide
support to the fire department and
the police department for events
such as hazardous material spills,
major traffic accidents, and local
structural fires, to provide sup-
port in the event of an earthquake
by conducting field assessments,
search and rescue activities, and
establishing first aid stations and
shelter operations, to establish a
network of amateur radio opera-
tors who can provide emergency
communications when landlines
and cell phones are overloaded
or out of service, to provide radio
communications from Temecula
Valley Hospital with Temecula’s
Emergency Operations Center

and the County Health Commu-
nications Center, to provide radio
communications from shelters to
Temecula's Emergency Operations
Center, for missing persons search
and rescue, to provide volunteers
to conduct ground and area search-
es. to provide radio personnel with
equipment for field communica-
tions with the incident command
post, and to provide trained per-
sonnel to supplement city and
CDU.IT[}’ EIT[ETgETlC}I' SE‘I"‘-"iCES,

The four trucks are fully de-
preciated and have no remaining
book value in the water district’s
records. The estimated auction
values would be between 52,000
and £3,500 for the 1999 to 2001
vehicles and $8,500 for the 2010
vehicle, so the total potential value
of the donation is approximately
$17.000.

Joe Naiman can be reached at
Jnaiman(@reedermedia.com.
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City of Temecula, county,
flood control district
approve Butterfield Stage

Road storm drain agreement

Joe Naiman
Special to Valley News

The City of Temecula, the Coun-
ty of Riverside, and the Riverside
County Flood Control and Water
Conservation District have all
approved an agreement covering
Stage 2 of Line A of the Butterfield
Stage Road Storm Drain project.

The Temecula City Council ap-
proved the agreement November
12. The Ruverside County Board
of Supervisors members are also
the board members of the River-
side County Flood Control and
Water Conservation District, and
during the December 3 Board of
Supervisors meeting a pair of 5-0
votes approved the agreement on
behalf of the county and on behalf
of the flood control district.

The agreement provides the
terms and conditions for county

and flood control distriet fund-
ing to design and construct the
flood control facility. The City of
Temecula is the lead agency for
the project which will address the
remaining drainage tributary to
Butterfield Stage Road. After that
portion 1s constructed, the flood
control district will assume owner-
ship, operation, and maintenance
of the storm drain itself while the
city will assume ownership, op-
eration, and maimntenance of catch
basins, street inlets, and connector
pipes located within the city’s right
of way and storm drain portions 36
inches or less in diameter.

The county will provide up to
$4,008,270 of funding for the
project. The flood control district
will fund up to $3,000,000.

Joe Naiman can be reached at
Jnaiman(@reedermedia.com.
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County awards contract for De Portola
Road drainage improvements

Joe Naiman
Special to Valley News

Riverside Construction Com-
pany, Inc., has been awarded the
County of Riverside contract for
drainage improvements along De
Portola Road.

The Riverside County Board of
Supervisors voted 5-0) December 3
to award a $3,054,540 construction
contract to Riverside Construction
Company. A separate 5-0 vote
approved a reimbursement agree-
ment with the Rancho California
Water District to relocate RCWD
facilities impacted by the drainage
improvements.

The project will construct a
system of sediment basins adjacent
to the north side of De Portola
Road between Shiraz Way and
approximately 650 feet north of
Shiraz Way. Those basins will
help mitigate stormwater erosion
damage to existing infrastructure
during rain events. The project
will include the construction of
approximately 555 linear feet
of reinforced concrete retaining
walls with variable height up to
12 feet, the construction of four
sediment basins separated by
three reinforced concrete weir
structures, construction of two
remforced concrete channel transi-
tion structures, and one reinforced
conerete junction structure. The
improvements will also include
construction of concrete curb and
gutter, cross gutter and spandrels,

construction of asphalt concrete
dike, removal of some segments of
the existing asphalt concrete pave-
ment and underlying material and
placement of new hot mix asphalt
pavement, roadside signs, traffic
stripes, thermoplastic crosswalks,
and pavement markings.

The county supervisors are
also the board members of the
Riverside County Flood Control
and Water Conservation District.
In March 2022 the supervisors on
behalf of both the county and the
district approved an agreement
which designates the roles and
responsibilities for each agency
and funds up to $600,000 of the
project from flood control district
revenues. An April 2023 Board of
Supervisors meeting included al-
locating $1,807,000 of American
Rescue Plan Act of 2021 funding
for the drainage improvements.

The construction contract was
advertised for bid August 27. Dur-
ing the advertisement period two
addenda were 1ssued to clanfy and
modify the contract documents.
Three firms submitted proposals
by the September 25 bid open-
ing date. Riverside Construction
Company, which is based in Riv-
erside, had the $3,054.540 low
bid. The second-lowest amount
of §4,012,600 was submitted by
O’Dufly Bros., Inc.. of Romoland.

The bid package included a base
bid for the drainage improvements
themselves and an alternative
bid schedule for the adjustments,

relocations, and abandonment of
Rancho California Water District
facilities which are in conflict with
the improvements. On November
14 the RCWD board voted 7-0
to approve the reimbursement
agreement in which Rancho Wa-
ter would reimburse the county
up to $165,000 for the laterals,
water meters, fire hydrants, and
air vacuum and release assembly
affected by the drainage project.
The alternative bid schedule por-
tion of the Riverside Construction
Company bid was $103.525, and
including administrative costs and
a 10% contingency Rancho Water
will provide $129,406.25 with any
unused contingency amount to
be returned to the water district.
The county will also pay Rancho
Water $67,127 in connection fees
for two water meters which will be
relocated to a new line.

In addition to the flood control
district contribution, the RCWD
reimbursement, and the APRA
money the drainage improvements
will be funded by gas tax revenue
and Highway User Tax Account
revenue derived from the sales tax
on gasoline.

The construction is scheduled
to begin in early 2025. The work
will be phased to keep the road
open during construction as much
as possible and will take approxi-
mately three months to complete.

Joe Naiman can be reached at

Jjnaiman(@reedermedia.com.
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2024 saw progress in sewage crisis along the
border

Health threats got new scrutiny; millions OK’d to fix
treatment plant

BY TAMMY MURGA
UNION-TRIBUNE

It was a year in which the Tijuana River — the polluted corridor that carries sewage,
trash and toxins across the U.S.-Mexico border — was labeled one of America’s
most endangered rivers.

A year when researchers and local government officials disagreed on whether the
stinky sewer gas rising from the water and drifting through southern San Diego
County neighborhoods was a public health hazard.

A year when the region logged its 1,000th day without clean ocean water, the
nation’s top public health agency finally committed to surveying South County
residents about their illnesses and the regional air pollution control district
launched its first-ever air quality index to measure levels of hydrogen sulfide, a
highly toxic gas.

In 2024, it seems that the decadeslong sewage crisis that has wreaked havoc on the
region’s environment, economy, military readiness, and everyday life received the
scrutiny it warranted.

“Arguably, we can say that there’s more attention than we’ve ever had on this
issue,” said Imperial Beach Mayor Paloma Aguirre, whose small coastal community
is among the most impacted. “But it’s also the worst it’s (pollution) ever been. And
the more we understand it, the more we realize how incredibly concerning the
public health implications are.”

There was lobbying at all levels of government: urging county public health officials
to investigate reported illnesses, renewing calls to Gov. Gavin Newsom and
President Joe Biden to issue an emergency declaration and pushing Congress to
release additional funding to repair broken wastewater treatment infrastructure.

And South County residents didn’t leave the fight for solutions up to elected
officials and government agencies.



They organized rallies, wrote letters to their representatives, logged hundreds of air
quality complaints, let researchers into their homes to study how pollution may
impact their health, and filed class-action lawsuits.

Several cliffhangers await in 2025: What will public health surveys reveal? How will
President-elect Donald Trump address cross-border pollution? Will he keep or
replace the well-respected U.S. International Boundary and Water Commission
leader, Maria-Elena Giner? Who will succeed county supervisors Chair Nora Vargas,
who abruptly announced she would not serve her new term after being re-elected?
And how effectively will infrastructure repairs keep the seasonal Tijuana River free
of flows during dry weather?

In October, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention asked more than 200
randomly selected households near the Tijuana River how the toxic mix of
untreated wastewater and other contaminants that spill over the border affects
them.

That same month, the federal Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry
opened an online survey to quantify how many people have been exposed to
pollution, the symptoms they’ve potentially experienced and what immediate
support they may need.

County officials, who worked with the state to enlist the CDC, are expected to
release those results early next year.

Residents have reported experiencing symptoms such as chronic coughs,
headaches, watery eyes, nausea and diarrhea following heavy rains that bring more
polluted flows into the river and after breathing sewer gas odors they say wake
them up at night.

Local public health officials have said they have not seen an increase in reportable
illnesses in South County. That’s due, in part, to the fact that the county only tracks
certain illnesses, leaving gaps that fail to show the full extent of the problem.
Ankita Kadakia, the county’s interim public health officer, had said the outcomes
will help the department better assess those gaps and guide their next steps “to
bring more help to this community.”

For many South County residents, the presence of county and federal public health
agencies, as well as university researchers, brought relief that a better
understanding of potential long-term exposure risks is underway.

Things were much different in September, nearly a month before the CDC’s visit.

The public received mixed messages about whether the air they breathe posed an
imminent danger.



Researchers from UC San Diego and San Diego State University raised alarms after
detecting “concerning” levels of hydrogen sulfide in the Tijuana River Valley, near
several homes and schools. But the county’s hazmat team couldn’t produce those
same levels. Vargas told her constituents in a news conference that the air was safe.

That infuriated many who say they can’t rule out exposure to polluted air as the
potential cause of their new or exacerbated respiratory problems.

They are urging continuous monitoring of gases and medical intervention in 2025.

“We need to deploy mobile clinics,” Aguirre said. “We need to be testing children
to see what types of pollutants or pathogens are in their bloodstreams, especially
around the Nestor, San Ysidro and Imperial Beach areas. We need ongoing
monitoring of these pollutants.”

Cue the San Diego Air Pollution Control District, a new player in the fight against
Tijuana River sewage pollution.

It rolled up its sleeves this year amid myriad sewage-related odor complaints.

“Since July of this year, we’ve received over 2,300 complaints, and that’s more than
we’ve ever gotten for any single source,” said district Air Pollution Control Officer
Paula Forbis. “In a typical year, we would get 800 complaints, overall, for all
sources in the county.”

In response, the district did something it had never done before: It filed an air
pollution violation against the IBWC, the federal agency responsible for treating
Tijuana sewage before releasing it into the Pacific Ocean. The notice alleged that it
had caused a public nuisance after a June malfunction of its pump station on
Hollister Street, which led to a five-hour spill of about 302,000 gallons of untreated
wastewater. IBWC officials rejected the complaint, arguing that its repair efforts are
severely compromised by uncontrollable volumes of wastewater and sediment
coming from Tijuana. A settlement is still being worked on, Forbis said.

Months later, following a September heat wave that trapped nauseating sewer gas
odors, the district launched an online dashboard to track sewer gas levels and an
index to advise the public on what to do.

The goal of monitoring and producing data, Forbis said, is to keep the public
informed and ultimately bring more attention and resources for solutions.

In January, the district plans to distribute 10,000 air purifiers to affected
households. It also plans to buy a mobile air-monitoring vehicle.

Poorly managed and insufficient wastewater infrastructure on both sides of the
border is at the crux of the crisis. The IBWC and its contractor, Veolia Water North
America, together tasked with cleaning sewage that makes its way over the border,
had a roller coaster of a year.



The federal agency faced new litigation, and much scolding from members of
Congress and a disappointed regional water board for its inability to comply with
federal water quality standards.

But it also had a productive year under Giner’s leadership and efforts by many to
work with its Mexican counterparts.

Mexico broke ground on its dilapidated San Antonio de los Buenos plant in Baja
California in January. Officials estimate the facility will be online by early next year,
which should help reduce beach closures dramatically. In the fall, the U.S.
kickstarted a yearslong project to repair and expand its plant. The IBWC says
conditions will improve gradually.

Thanks to unwavering efforts by San Diego County’s congressional delegation, the
IBWC also scored an annual budget boost of more than S100 million. Congress also
amended the law to allow the federal agency to receive funding outside of the
Department of State. And just last week, lawmakers secured an additional $250
million to cover the remaining costs for the plant’s repair and expansion project.

In-house, Giner pushed for a long-overdue overhaul.

“When I got there, it was a plethora of spreadsheets,” she said. “We needed an

asset management office and I was told, ‘No, we have one.”’ I’m like, “What you

have is a set of spreadsheets of things that do not work and how we’re gonna do
them in the next three years.” So, we didn’t have a good record of documenting

deferred maintenance.”

She created and staffed one, among other internal changes. The agency can now
focus on “actually doing preventive maintenance,” she added.

This year, the IBWC also fixed numerous parts of the South Bay plant that broke
after heavy rain and pipeline breaks in Mexico. But those events brought
unprecedented levels of sewage flows, trash and sediment, setting back progress.

With more repairs underway, the agency said on Dec. 17 that it is meeting its water
quality permit requirements.

It’s unclear whether Giner will stay, as every U.S. president can appoint a
commissioner. Giner said she wants to continue in the post.

“There was a lot of momentum that happened and I understand that constituents
may be frustrated that it’s not moving fast enough, but constituents will start
seeing the results if this momentum is kept up,” she said. “I will continue to
advocate, no matter where I’m at, for advancing improvements that this region
needs.”



Union Tribune, Sunday, December 29, 2024

Hold wastewater treatment plant operator
accountable

BY JAMES P. FRANTZ

San Diego has a reputation worldwide as a wonderful, inviting paradise with
beautiful beaches ideal for swimming, surfing and boating. Unfortunately,
beachgoers and residents of South Bay encounter a different reality that includes
repeated undesirable exposure to raw sewage, toxic chemicals and environmental
devastation.

Consequently, residents of Imperial Beach and South Bay now face significant
health problems, property devaluation and an environmental nightmare that could
have been avoided if not for the mismanagement of the South Bay International
Wastewater Treatment Plant in San Ysidro.

The untreated sewage discharge into the Tijuana River, the estuary and the Pacific
Ocean exposes the South Bay community to highly toxic contaminants such as
hydrogen sulfide, DDT and benzidine, the latter of which is known to cause cancer.
More than 100 billion gallons of untreated or poorly treated wastewater/sewage
have flowed into local waters during the past five years.

Frantz Law Group has filed a lawsuit on behalf of residents throughout the South
Bay, to abate what we believe to be the mismanagement and environmental harm
caused by the operators of the treatment plant, that include Veolia Water West
Operating Services and Veolia Water North America-West.

The consequences of what we see as Veolia’s misconduct are staggering and the air
quality has significantly worsened because of aerosolized sewage. Moreover, the
community’s water supply has been contaminated, and there have been beach
closures for hundreds of days. Families cannot safely enjoy the once beautiful
beaches due to the significant health risks.

[t is unconscionable that South Bay residents have had to endure severe dizziness,
headaches and gastrointestinal illness as well as other health problems caused by
the prolonged daily exposure to the raw sewage and toxic chemicals.

The air pollution has gotten so bad that some South Bay schools prohibit young
students from playing outdoors because of the high toxicity of the pollutants. Many
homeowners are unable to sell or even rent their houses because Veolia’s actions
have diminished property values and discouraged people from renting or traveling
to Imperial Beach.



Veolia was tasked with protecting the South Bay community (while receiving
millions of dollars in public funding) to allegedly maintain, upgrade and adequately
manage the International Wastewater Treatment Plant. Instead, in out view, Veolia
has only prioritized its profits over safety of the entire community.

Through this lawsuit, the victims are taking a stand against the many years of
conscious disregard of safety, mismanagement and the environmental harm caused
by what we believe to be Veolia’s failure to adequately safeguard transboundary
sewage flows from Mexico into Southern California through the Tijuana watershed.

The suit (filed in San Diego Superior Court) demands urgent action to restore clean
water, air and a livable community for Imperial Beach and the South Bay.
Residents, school districts and business owners deserve reparations for the
economic, emotional and physical damage they have endured throughout what I
believe to be Veolia’s mismanagement. Veolia has a history of management
missteps and negligence. In Flint, Mich., the company failed to conduct necessary
studies during the city’s water supply transition, contributing to the lead
contamination crisis.

In Pittsburgh, Pa., Veolia’s cost-cutting measures led to a switch in corrosion
control chemicals without proper approval, causing lead levels to exceed federal
limits for the first time in the city’s history.

Meanwhile, in Plymouth, Mass., Veolia’s mismanagement resulted in over 10
million gallons of raw sewage flooding the city, prompting legal action and a
settlement.

Across these incidents, communities have shouldered the financial and health
burdens caused by Veolia’s actions, underscoring the urgent need for long-overdue
justice and accountability.

Thousands of South Bay residents have endured years of neglect and indifference
during the sewage crisis.

Everyone deserves to live in a community free from hazardous contamination and
the dangers of polluted air and water.

Frantz is a trial lawyer and a fellow and associate at Frantz Law Group and lives in San
Diego.
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BOARD OF DIRECTORS
January 9, 2025

BOARD INFORMATION

ITEM 9.A: General Counsel's Report

RESPONSIBLE/LEAD STAFF MEMBER(S):

James Gilpin, General Counsel

RECOMMENDATIONS:

This item is presented for the Board of Directors (Board) information.
DISCUSSION:

A verbal report will be presented to the Board.

ALTERNATIVES:

Not applicable

FISCAL ANALYSIS:

Not applicable

ENVIRONMENTAL REQUIREMENTS:
None
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BOARD OF DIRECTORS
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BOARD INFORMATION

ITEM 9.B: General Manager's Report

RESPONSIBLE/LEAD STAFF MEMBER(S):

Jason Martin, General Manager

RECOMMENDATIONS:

This item is presented for the Board of Directors (Board) review and information.
DISCUSSION:

Attached for the Board's review and information is an update on efforts related to Rancho
California Water District's key Strategic Plan Initiatives.

ALTERNATIVES:

Not applicable

FISCAL ANALYSIS:

Not applicable

ENVIRONMENTAL REQUIREMENTS:
None

EXHIBITS/ATTACHMENTS:

1. General Manager Report
2. January 2025 Employee Anniversaries


https://legistarweb-production.s3.amazonaws.com/uploads/attachment/pdf/3059476/General_Manager_Report_-_January_2025.pdf
https://legistarweb-production.s3.amazonaws.com/uploads/attachment/pdf/3059489/Jan_2025_Anniversary_List__1_.pdf

General Manager’s Report

January 2025

Resource Management — Provide a sdfe, resilient, and sustainable water supply portfolio that achieves an
optimum balance of water resources.

Staff continuously monitors the potable water supply situation locally and across the state. Locally, as of
December 23, Diamond Valley Lake (DVL) reservoir’s storage sits at approximately 788,000 acre-feet (AF) of
water, which equates to 97 percent of its 810,000 AF capacity. Lake Skinner has about 40,000 AF or 91 percent
capacity. Lake Perris, owned and operated by the Department of Water Resources (DWR), has a current storage
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.| Lake Perris - DWR Reservoir
‘| Reservoir Information: htips:edec water ca gow/dynamicapp/QueryDaily ?s=PRR

Diamond Valley Lake
Total Capacity =810,000
Current Storage =788,402
97% Full

Lake Mathews
Total Capacity =182,000
Current Storage =134,867
74% Full

| Lake Skinner
.| Total Capacity =44,000
Current Storage =40,216
91% Full
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volume of 104,705 AF, approximately 80 percent full. The current blend of SWP supplies in Skinner Plant’s

effluent is 16 percent, with an associated total dissolved solids (TDS) concentration of 560 mg/L.

The District submitted our validated Fiscal Year 2023/2024 Water Loss Audit to the Department of Water
Resources (DWR); the results of the audit will be presented at the January Engineering and Operations
Committee, which include total water supplied to Rancho Water (42,872 AF), the total water loss (3,177 AF), as
well as the Real Loss per Connection per Day (38.9 gallons) which was below Rancho Water’s Real Loss per

Connection per Day target established by DWR (39.4 gallons).
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System Reliability — Provide innovative and asset management for cost-effective system operations and long-

term infrastructure reliability.

The District worked with our Santa Rosa Regional Resources Authority (SRRRA) partners to update
projected wastewater flow near-term growth estimates anticipated at the Santa Rosa Water Reclamation
Facility. This included updating the sewer collection system hydraulic model to ensure capacity in dry and wet
weather.

Employee Development — Attract and retain well-qualified employees and maintain an environment that
fosters professional development to meet the current and future needs of the District.

During the month, several employees celebrated employment anniversaries (see Exhibit A), and the

following awards were presented in relation to customer service accolades:

Super Star Awards

Internal/External

Recipient(s Explanation
P (s) P Customer Service

Rachel Vincent and Gio Rodriguez Customer Appreciation External

Advocacy — Achieve and sustain a recognized level of influence through legislative policy and regulator

initiatives. Pursue and secure external funding.

On December 23, 2024, the Department of Water Resources announced that it would increase the State
Water Project Allocation to 15 percent, up from the previous 5 percent allocation. The recent storms and
increase in snowpack were attributed to the increase. Additional information on the state’s hydrology and
snowpack status is anticipated to become available following the early January snowpack survey.

Community — Proudly serve our community and customers through clear and timely communication,
education, and public engagement.

For 2025, Rancho Water will continue its strategic partnerships with the Temecula Chamber of
Commerce and the Murrieta/Wildomar Chamber of Commerce. These sponsorships offer attendance and brand
placement at important events throughout the year, such as the state of the city, economic outlooks, and
student of the year programs. Beyond the events, these sponsorships are a valuable way for the District to play

an integral role in the community, building relationships with local business owners and key stakeholders.
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As construction continues at Valle de Los Caballos, the District remains diligent about keeping the area’s

businesses and residents informed about the progress. On January 15, Rancho Water will present to the
Temecula Valley Winegrowers Association to share updates and information about the VDC projects and their

benefits to the region.

In mid-December, Public Affairs staff joined the Engineering team at the Construction Management
Association of America (CMAA) San Diego Water Night at San Diego State University to network with the

construction community about upcoming projects at the District.

Upcoming Local and Industry Events

CASA Winter Conference January 29-31 Hilton Palm Springs Hotel
CMUA Capitol Day February 3 Sheraton Grand Hotel, Sacramento
UWI Spring Conference February 26-28 Riviera Resort & Spa, Palm Springs

Financial Stewardship — Maintain financial sustainability through proactive planning, prudent investing,
leverage external funding, and risk management.

The Federal Reserve cut interest rates by 0.25 percent on December 18, lowering the target range from
4.25 percent to 4.5 percent. However, due to elevated inflation levels, no further cuts are expected at the
January 29 meeting. Year-on-year consumer inflation rates, already high in November (CPI at 2.7 percent, core
CPI at 3.3 percent, PCE at 2.4 percent, and core PCE at 2.8 percent), are projected to rise further in December,

signaling persistent inflationary pressures.

The Fed’s projections suggest inflation will not hit its 2 percent target until 2026. Market expectations
align with the Fed’s forecast of two 0.25 percent rate cuts in 2025, fewer than anticipated. Nonetheless, further
rate cuts beyond this could emerge, potentially exceeding 0.5 percent, especially if economic conditions

warrant.

In November, the Consumer Price Index for All Urban Consumers (CPI-U) rose by 0.3 percent seasonally
adjusted, up from a 0.2 percent monthly increase over the previous four months. Over the past year, the CPI-U

increased by 2.7 percent before seasonal adjustment.

The index for all items, excluding food and energy, rose 0.3 percent, continuing the trend of the last
three months. Notable increases occurred in shelters, used cars and trucks, household furnishings, medical care,

new vehicles, and recreation. The communication index was one of the few to decline.
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The Bureau of Labor Statistics reported on December 6 that the unemployment rate rose slightly to 4.2

percent in November, up 0.1 percentage points from October. Job gains totaled 227,000, exceeding the
consensus estimate of 215,000. Growth was concentrated in the health care, leisure and hospitality,

government, and social assistance sectors, while retail trade jobs declined.

Grants Update

Well 240 Arsenic Treatment:

Staff is pleased to announce the award of a $400,000 grant from the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation under
the WaterSMART Planning and Project Design Grants program. The funding will support the design of the Well
240 Arsenic Treatment and Pipeline Relocation Project, which includes the design of an arsenic treatment
system to restore Well 240’s production capacity and ensure compliance with drinking water standards. The
well is anticipated to produce 2,900 acre-feet per year of local groundwater supply, reducing reliance on
imported water sources and ensuring long-term water security and public health in the region.

Cybersecurity:

In addition, staff is thrilled to announce the receipt of a $250,000 grant through the Fiscal Year 2024
State & Local Cybersecurity Grant Program, administered by the California Governor’s Office of Emergency
Services (Cal OES). This funding will enable Rancho Water to significantly enhance its cybersecurity
infrastructure significantly, ensuring the protection of critical systems and improving resilience against potential
cyber threats.

The grant will support several essential upgrades, including enhancements to firewalls, deployment of
industrial-grade security devices for SCADA/PLC systems, and installation of encrypted Ethernet radios to secure
communications. Rancho Water will also enhance its cybersecurity policy, provide advanced training for key
staff, and conduct comprehensive vulnerability assessments, penetration testing, and threat monitoring to
improve incident detection and response. These proactive measures will bolster the district’s ability to
safeguard critical operations, further demonstrating Rancho Water’s commitment to operational excellence and
cybersecurity resilience.

This achievement is particularly significant as Rancho Water was one of only 90 local agencies across the
state to secure funding in a highly competitive grant process that saw applications from hundreds of agencies
throughout the state. Furthermore, Rancho Water received the maximum award of $250,000, underscoring the
strength of its proposal. This grant represents a critical step in protecting the district’s systems and delivering

on its commitment to operational excellence and security.
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BOARD INFORMATION

ITEM 9.C: Board Members' Comments and Reports

RESPONSIBLE/LEAD STAFF MEMBER(S):

Members of the Board of Directors

RECOMMENDATIONS:

This item is presented for the Board of Directors (Board) information.
DISCUSSION:

This item is included on each month's Board meeting agenda to allow the Board members to
share comments and provide reports on any events or meetings they attended during the
previous month.

ALTERNATIVES:
Not applicable
FISCAL ANALYSIS:
Not applicable

ENVIRONMENTAL REQUIREMENTS:
Not applicable





