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USEPA Region 9 SSO Inspection Report 
Almonte Sanitary District 

Background 

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

The primary purpose of the inspection was to document the history of sewage spills, 
determine the adequacy of the District’s spill response and prevention programs, evaluate 
sewer maintenance activities, and assess the accuracy and reliability of its spill reporting 
procedures. The District’s representative during the inspection was Mr. Bonner Buehler.  
Mr. Max Kuker from PG Environmental, LLC led the inspection accompanied by Mr. 
Rick Sakow from USEPA Region 9.  The weather at the time of inspection was sunny. 

The District owns and operates approximately 5.5 miles of gravity sewer pipe.  The 
District does not own or operate any pump stations or force mains.  Sanitary sewage 
generated within the District gravity flows to the Sewage Agency of Southern Marin 
(SASM) wastewater treatment plant.  According to Mr. Buehler, the District has 
approximately 780 sewer connections in its collection system.  The District also has three 
restaurants discharging to the collection system.  Discharges from the SASM wastewater 
treatment plant into Raccoon Strait (Central San Francisco Bay) are regulated under 
NPDES Permit No. CA0037711.   

The District currently estimates their average dry weather flow at 110,000 to 130,000 
gallons per day (gpd) and their average peak wet weather flow at approximately one 
million gallons per day (mgd), indicating a peaking factor of approximately 7.5 to 9.  The 
District is billed by the SASM wastewater treatment plant based on the number of 
connections rather than flow which provides no incentive to reduce I&I.  Mr. Buehler 
stated that SASM completed a significant Inflow and Infiltration (I&I) study, but did not 
specify if the Almonte system was included in the report.  Upon further investigation 
SASM personnel stated that the I&I study was conducted by Black and Veatch for all 
member agencies in 1983/1984, but that a project was underway to summarize current 
I&I reduction measures through the member agencies and to identify and evaluate 
potential I&I projects throughout the WWTP's collection system as a whole.  According 
to Mr. Buehler, the District has not undertaken any activities to prevent I&I in the 
collection system because capacity has not been a major cause of spills and overflows for 
the District. 
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The District currently and historically has had an un-written agreement with Roto-Rooter 
for system maintenance and spill response.  This agreement is for ‘on-call’ sewer 
maintenance, blockage, and spill response.  The extent of sewer maintenance completed 
by Roto-Rooter was unclear due to a lack of documentation provided to the inspectors.  
According to Mr. Buehler, if an individual calls his office to report an overflow or 
blockage, the individual is directed to call Roto-Rooter, which investigates and corrects 
the problem.  Roto-Router provides documentation to Mr. Buehler regarding the volume 
of the spill, the cause of the spill, and the corrective actions taken to mitigate the spill, 
along with an invoice for its services. The invoices are tracked via a spreadsheet briefly 
describing the invoice, the service provided, and the amount charged.  The District does 
not have any staff or equipment for spill response. 

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

Attached to this inspection report are the following documents: 

•	 Attachment 1 – Almonte Sanitary District’s Sanitary Sewer Management Program 
(SSMP) – August 2006; 

•	 Attachment 2 – Almonte Sanitary District’s Annual Budget for Fiscal Year’s 
2003/2004 through 2007/2008; 

•	 Attachment 3 – Sanitary Sewer Overflow Report – June 30, 2007; and 

•	 Attachment 4 – Roto-Rooter Plumbing – Contract Listing. 

Findings 

1.	 Occurrence of spills.   Discharges to waters of the United States without a permit 
are prohibited under Section 301(a) of the Clean Water Act.  Additionally, as per 
Part C.1 Prohibitions of the Statewide General Waste Discharge Requirements for 
Sanitary Sewer Systems, WQO No. 2006-0003, any spill that results in a 
discharge of untreated or partially treated wastewater to waters of the United 
States is prohibited. The District reported two sewage spills in calendar year 
2005, three sewage spills in calendar year 2006 and one spill through May 1, 2007 
from its collection system.  These spills were reported to the San Francisco Bay 
Regional Water Quality Control Board.   According to the reports, all of the 
reported spills were blockages as a result of root intrusion.  Based on 5.5 miles of 
gravity sewers in the Almonte Valley Sanitary District, the spill rate was 36 
spills/100 miles/yr in 2005 and was 54.5 spills/100 miles/yr in 2006.  A listing of 
the reported spills is provided in Table 1 below.    
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Since May 2007, the District has been required to report all sewage spills to the 
State Water Resources Control Board via the California Integrated Water Quality 
System (CIWQS) website.  The spills reported to the CIWQS system were not 
included in this report. 

Table 1. Reported Spills from January 1, 2005 through April 30, 2007 from the  
District’s Collection System  

Incident Date 
SSO 

Estimated 
Volume (gal) 

SSO Estimated 
Volume 

Recovered 
SSO Destination Cause of SSO 

May 1, 2007 10 0 STREET/CURB & GUTTER BLOCKAGE ROOTS 
November 4, 2006 300 0 STREET/CURB & GUTTER BLOCKAGE ROOTS 

April 19, 2006 150 0 YARD/LAND BLOCKAGE ROOTS 
February 13, 2006 200 0 YARD/LAND BLOCKAGE ROOTS 

December 31, 2005 600 0 BUILDING/STRUCTURE BLOCKAGE ROOTS 
February 5, 2005 300 0 STREET/CURB & GUTTER BLOCKAGE ROOTS 

2.	 Failure to maintain adequate records for reported and unreported spills.  As 
per Part B.5 of Monitoring and Reporting Program (MRP) No. 2006-0003-DWQ, 
the District is required to maintain records of all SSOs.  A review of District files 
indicated that the field “Sanitary Sewer Overflow Report” used by Roto-Rooter 
for reporting of spills was not consistently completed with all of the required 
information.  For example, the June 30, 2007 report (see attachment 3) has not 
been completed in its entirety with all of the required information as listed on the 
form.  The report does not include the Caller’s Name, Spill Start Time, Name of 
City Staff or Contractor Dispatched, Source of Spill, Cause of Spill, Final Spill 
Destination, or Date and Name of individual responsible for completing the Field 
Report. In addition, the “Time Call Received" was recorded on the field log to be 
5:15 (no AM or PM), providing insufficient documentation as to if the response 
was immediate or whether 12 hours elapsed prior to stopping the spill. 

3.	 Failure to contain and mitigate the impacts of an SSO. As per Part D.3 of the 
State Water Resources Control Board Order No. 2006-0003-DWQ, in the event of 
a spill, the enrollee shall take all feasible steps to contain and mitigate the impacts 
of an SSO. The District does not have the staff, equipment, or training to respond 
to and contain spills and mitigate the impacts.  This is demonstrated in Table 1 
and by the fact that the District is not able to recover sewage after it exits the 
collection system.  The District relies on a verbal agreement with Roto-Router to 
respond to spills and correct problems which may have caused the spill.  The 
average distance between Mill Valley and Roto-Rooter in Novato is 
approximately 18 miles; therefore, it is unlikely that a response time would be less 
than 25 minutes. Other factors could lengthen the time considerably, e.g., traffic 
on US 101. The response time for Roto-Router varies, but according to Mr. 
Buehler, typically ranges between 0.5 and 1 hour.  The quicker response times are 
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typically due to spills occurring during normal Roto-Router working hours 
because the responders may be conducting maintenance or other activities in an 
area closer to the District. There is no written or verbal agreement between the 
District and Roto-Router regarding the maximum response time for SSOs.  In 
addition, the District is limited to tasking Roto-Rooter with small jobs (under 
$15,000 for any one project) without procuring the work through a contract with a 
bid and proposal process. This limitation could possibly prevent Roto-Rooter 
from properly responding, in the event of a catastrophic spill. 

4.	 Efforts to reduce I&I and wet weather peaking ratios. While acknowledging 
that the inspection focus and time spent on-site was limited, it appeared that the 
District has no, or limited, incentive to investigate or minimize I&I flows because 
capacity has not been a major cause of spills and overflows for the District.  In 
addition, the District is billed by SASM per connection rather than for the actual 
flow to the WWTP. As mentioned previously, the District has an apparent 
peaking factor of approximately 7.5:1 to 9:1.  This significant difference in dry 
weather and wet weather flows has a significant impact on the SASM WWTP.  
The District is encouraged to initiate a more aggressive approach to I&I reduction 
and to actively participate in SASM sponsored studies and activities. Focused and 
sustained efforts to reduce I&I and ultimately reduce wet weather peaking ratios 
will benefit both the District and SASM by reducing unnecessary and costly 
wastewater treatment plant upgrades, and the potential for blending and/or 
bypasses at the wastewater treatment plant. 

Summary 

The information gathered during the inspection indicates a lack of adequate 
documentation of maintenance and spill records, reporting, and tracking.  The lack of this 
documentation appears to stem from a failure to implement a mechanism to clearly track 
the operation and maintenance of the sewer system, spills and associated activities, and 
planning for future maintenance activities.  These mechanisms are essential for enabling 
the District to evaluate its activities to decrease the number or eliminate spills completely 
from its sewer system.  Tracking spills and maintenance is important to identify areas 
where increased maintenance may be necessary.  For example, Mr. Buehler stated that 
the entire system (approximately 5.5 miles) is cleaned annually, but the documentation 
provided to the inspection team did not clearly substantiate the statement.  Mr. Buehler 
also stated that Roto-Rooter is responsible for tracking their maintenance activities, but 
again the documentation provided did not appear to be a sufficient tracking system to 
adequately document activities.  The evaluation of the tracking of spills and maintenance 
is important to identify areas where increased maintenance may be necessary. 

The District should augment their current spill data acquisition and tracking to collect all 
required information for all SSOs and vital information such as what was the source and 
mechanism of initial identification of a spill (e.g., resident via government pages listing 
for Sanitary District) and response time.  The District collected relevant information on a 

4 



 

   

 

 

 
 

USEPA Region 9 SSO Inspection Report 
Almonte Sanitary District 

field tracking form that was completed by field teams; however, better tracking and 
evaluation of the information could allow for future performance tracking and reporting.  

The District has no equipment or staff available to contain or mitigate SSOs, and relies on 
Roto-Rooter to correct problems as they arise.  According to Mr. Buehler, Roto-Rooter 
should be cleaning and repairing “hot-spot” areas within the system as part of routine 
maintenance as time allows; however, as stated previously, the inspection team could not 
verify that these activities were completed by the documentation provided by the District.  
According to Mr. Beuhler, routine maintenance would include both cleaning and if 
necessary TV inspection of the “hot-spot” areas.  Mr. Buehler did not maintain a list of 
hot-spot areas for the District’s system, but provided a Roto-Rooter document “Roto-
Rooter Plumbing, Contract Listing” of those locations.  The inspection team was not able 
to determine if the frequency of cleaning and TV inspection listed on this document was 
actually completed. In addition, since no written contractual agreement has been 
prepared between the District and Roto-Rooter defining on-going maintenance 
requirements for the collection system, routine maintenance may be overlooked or not 
completed. 

From the information gathered during the inspection it appears the routine and event 
driven maintenance of the District’s sanitary sewer collection system has been and will 
continue to be contracted to Roto-Rooter. The use of the contractor is indicative of a 
reactive program rather than proactive program and response times tend to be slower. 
Additionally, the details provided in work orders to the contractor, records of work 
performed by the contractor and spill response and reporting were judged to be minimal. 
SSO frequency was increasing when measured on a SSO per 100 miles/year basis, but it 
was unclear if this was indicative of more overflows or an improved reporting process. 
The data shows that additional efforts remain necessary to reduce the occurrence of 
SSOs. The majority of the spills were the result of blockages from root intrusion which 
are directly related to and attributable to operation and maintenance issues. 

According to the District’s SSMP, adopted by the Almonte Board of Directors August 
28, 2006, the District is in the process of developing an electronic preventative 
maintenance and cleaning tracking program.  The District did not provide any evidence 
that this activity had been initiated.  The District is encouraged to prioritize the 
development of this tracking system to be completed as soon as possible.  
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