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USEPA Region 9 SSO Inspection Report 
Richardson Bay Sanitary District 
 

 
 
Background 
 
On 10/30/2007, USEPA Region 9 and its contractor inspected the Richardson Bay 
Sanitary District (District) and its sanitary sewer system.  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 District is also required to comply with the San 
Francisco Bay Regional Water Quality Control Board’s July 2005 Section 13267 of the 
California Water Code letter that establishes earlier deadlines for submittal of Sewer 
System Management Plan (SSMP) components than the SSMP deadlines present in 
WQO No. 2006-003.  As such, the District 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, sewer 
maintenance activities and the accuracy and reliability of their spill reporting procedures.  
The primary on-site facility representatives were Mr. Bonner Buehler, District Manager, 
and Mr. Johnny Tucker, Assistant District Manager.  Mr. Wes Ganter from PG 
Environmental, LLC led the inspection accompanied by JoAnn Cola from USEPA 
Region 9.  The weather at the time of inspection was partly cloudy. 
 
On April 7, 2008, EPA amended Finding 5 of this inspection report in response to 
comments received from Mr. Buehler in March 2008.  The Finding has been corrected to 
state that the CCTV project was contracted in 2003 as a 3-year project to coincide with 
the routine cleaning cycle of the collection system.  Certain repair projects identified 
during the course of the project had also been completed.  RBSD received the final report 
of the CCTV inspection project in May 2008. 
 
The District owns and operates approximately 40 miles of gravity sewer pipe, 4 miles of 
force mains, 15 pump stations, and eight individual home pump stations (i.e., essentially 
lift stations).  The District’s service area includes 4,600 sewer connections within 
portions of the cities of Mill Valley and Tiburon.  Sanitary sewage generated within the 
District is pumped to the Sewerage Agency of Southern Marin’s (SASM) Wastewater 
Treatment Plant (WWTP) located in Mill Valley, California for treatment and discharge 
to Raccoon Strait in San Francisco Bay.  Discharges from the SASM WWTP are 
regulated under NPDES Permit No. CA0037711.  The District is not a listed permittee 
within SASM’s NPDES permit.   
 
Under section 301(a) of the Clean Water Act (CWA), it is unlawful for any person to 
discharge any pollutant from a point source into "waters of the United States” except in 
compliance with an NPDES permit.  The District does not have an NPDES permit that 
authorizes the discharge of sewage spills.  Therefore, any sewage spill from the District's 
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collection system that flows to "waters of the United States" constitutes a violation of the 
Clean Water Act. 
 
Mr. Buehler stated that the District has an ongoing verbal agreement with Roto-Rooter 
located in Novato, CA to conduct the physical sewer line cleaning, televising and spill 
response.  There is no written agreement with Roto-Rooter.  The District prepares and 
issues a work order annually to Roto-Rooter identifying the sewer lines that are 
scheduled to be cleaned.  Roto-Rooter is responsible for reporting on the conditions 
found during sewer cleaning operations, including the location of grease deposits, roots, 
and physical defects.  It was stated that Roto-Rooter is tasked to clean 1/3 of the 
collection system each year.  The District’s maintenance budget divides the collection 
system into three distinct and equal sized service areas.  The District also maintains a list 
of ‘hot spot’ areas that receive more frequent cleaning from Roto-Rooter.  Mr. Buehler 
stated the cleaning intervals for these areas range between three, six and 12 months based 
on need.  District staff operate and maintain the pump stations, inspect the collection 
system and respond to service calls.  
 
Mr. Buehler stated that during normal business hours, District staff responds to all service 
calls and determines if a blockage exists within the District’s sewer or within the lateral.  
If the problem resides within the lateral, the occupant is informed to contact a plumber.  
The District does not clear or repair laterals or report spills originating within laterals.  If 
the blockage is within the sewer main, Roto-Rooter is contacted to contain the spill, clear 
the blockage, and clean-up the impacted area.  District personnel are then tasked with 
contacting the appropriate regulatory agency and submitting spill reports.  After business 
hours and on weekends, a message on the District’s phone system directs the caller to 
contact Roto-Rooter directly.  Roto-Rooter responds and sends the District office a bill 
and completed call-out form the next business day.  Mr. Buehler stated that District 
personnel respond within 15 – 30 minutes during business hours, and the expectation is 
that Roto-Rooter will respond within 1 hour of receiving a customer call.  The average 
distance between Tiburon and Novato is approximately 20 miles; therefore, it is unlikely 
that a response time would be less than 30 minutes.  Other factors could lengthen the time 
considerably, e.g., traffic on US 101.  The District maintains an inventory of portable 
pumps, generators and safety equipment, but does not maintain any equipment that could 
be used to contain spills or clear a blockage, and is therefore reliant on Roto-Rooter.  
District staff maintain a daily log book, records of completed Sanitary Sewer Overflow 
Report forms, and completed Roto-Rooter Spill Reporting Forms.   
 
SASM was formed in 1979 to consolidate the wastewater treatment and disposal interests 
of the residents in Southern Marin County.  SASM consists of six member agencies: City 
of Mill Valley, Tamalpais Community Services District, Almonte, Alto, Homestead 
Valley, and Richardson Bay Sanitary District.  Each of the six agencies owns and 
operates their own separate collection system that feeds into SASM’s collection system 
for transportation to the treatment facility.  The current average dry weather flow at 
SASM has been measured at approximately 2.5 million gallons per day (mgd) with an 
average peak wet weather flow of approximately 17-20 mgd, indicating a wet weather 
peaking ratio of approximately 6.8 to 8:1.   

2   



USEPA Region 9 SSO Inspection Report 
Richardson Bay Sanitary District 
 
 
Mr. Buehler stated there is an existing Joint Powers Agreement for the SASM agencies 
that was last updated in the 1990s and that the District is billed by SASM based on the 
number of Equivalent Domicile Units (EDUs) within their system and not by flow.  As 
such, the District did not monitor flow within or leaving its collection system however 
Mr. Buehler stated that SASM has the ability to measure contributing flows at their pump 
stations and that the District represents approximately 33% of the influent flow to the 
SASM WWTP.  Residents within the District are assessed $246 in sewer fees once per 
year on the tax bill.       
 
The SASM WWTP had experienced problems with total suspended solids (TSS) during 
periods of heavy rainfall and with conductivity during periods of high tides.  These 
problems are typically associated with inflow and infiltration (I&I) issues within a 
collection system.  SASM currently has a project underway to summarize current I&I 
reduction measures through the member agencies and to identify and evaluate potential 
I&I projects throughout the treatment plant's collection system as a whole.  To complete 
this task, SASM has recently contracted with an engineering firm to complete a new I&I 
study which will also include all of the member agencies. 
 
The District maintains a 5-year Capital Improvement Program (CIP) and a two year 
operations budget cycle.  Copies of past and current CIP budgets and operational cost 
summaries were obtained during the inspection.  Over the past seven years (00/01 – 
06/07) the District spent an average of $134,000 per year on sewer cleaning services.  
This had increased to $150,000 in FY 06/07 and FY 07/08.  Mr. Buehler stated that the 
District had hired a contractor to televise all of their sewer lines in 2003 and generate a 
defect report containing fault ratios.  At the time of the inspection, the District had yet to 
prioritize or pursue remedies for identified defects, but instead, planned to review the 
data and validate the stated ratios.  A timeline for implementing remedies was not 
provided.  For CIP projects, the District had budgeted $1,125,000 for pump station 
upgrades and $145,000 for sewer line rehabilitation over the next five year period 
(through FY 13/14).  The District had no current schedule for a gradual and 
comprehensive replacement of the collection system.  A copy of these documents is 
provided as Attachment 2 of this report. 
 
Attached to this inspection report are the following documents: 
 

• Attachment 1 contains SSO Summary Report obtained from the State Water 
Resources Control Board’s California Integrated Water Quality System 
(CIWQS) website and 2005 and 2006 SSO data obtained from the San 
Francisco Bay Regional Water Quality Control Board website. 

 
• Attachment 2 contains the District’s Budget for Fiscal Year 2007 – 2008 and 

Five Year Capital Improvement Program Cost Summary. 
 

• Attachment 3 contains a copy of the District’s daily log book entry for April 
16, 2007.  
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Findings 
 

1. Occurrence of spills.  Discharges to waters of the United States without a permit 
are prohibited under Section 301(a) of the Clean Water Act.  Additionally, as per 
Part C.1 Prohibitions of the Statewide General Waste Discharge Requirements for 
Sanitary Sewer Systems, WQO No. 2006-0003, any spill that results in a 
discharge of untreated or partially treated wastewater to waters of the United 
States is prohibited.  The District reported three sewage spills larger than 100 
gallons in 2005, eight spills larger than 100 gallons in 2006, and a total of 11 
spills through December 21, 2007.  With approximately 44 miles of sewage pipe, 
the District averaged 6.8, 18.2, and 25 sewage spills/per 100 miles of pipe/per 
year for 2005, 2006, and 2007, respectively.  Table 1 provides information 
regarding each reported spill.     

 
The 2005, 2006, and January through May 2007 spills were reported to the San 
Francisco Bay Regional Water Quality Control Board via the Regional Board’s 
SSO website.  Since May 2007, the City has been reporting sewage spills to the 
State Water Resources Control Board’s CIWQS website.    

 
Table 1.  Reported Spills for 2007, 2006, and 2005 from the  

Richardson Bay Sanitary District Collection System  
(data obtained from the CIWQS website and from the San Francisco Bay Regional Water 

Quality Control Board website) 
 

Incident Date/ 
Address 

SSO 
Estimated 

Volume (gal) 

SSO Estimated 
Volume 

Recovered 

 
 
SSO Destination 

 
 

Cause of SSO 
12/09/2007 

385 Cecilia Way  
200 0 Unpaved Surface Blockage – Roots 

12/07/2007 
604 Seminary Drive 

10 0 Street/Curb and Gutter Pipe structural 
problem/failure 

12/07/2007 
38 Claire Way 

30 0 Paved Surface/Storm 
Drain 

Blockage – Roots 

09/21/2007 
100 Reed Blvd 

20 0 Street/Curb and Gutter Blockage – Roots 

09/06/2007 
14 Southridge East 

20 0 Street/Curb and Gutter Blockage – Roots 

09/30/2007 
11 Benton Court 

40 0 Street/Curb and Gutter Blockage – Grease 
(FOG) 

07/24/2007 
Bay Vista Court 

50 0 Other Pave Surface 
 

Blockage – Roots 

06/18/2007 
56 Reed Ranch Road 

75 0 Street/Curb and Gutter Blockage – Roots 

05/19/2007 
4 Felipa Court 

300 0 Yard of home Blockage – Roots 

04/22/2007 
26 Sutter Court 

250 0 Yard of home Blockage – Roots 

04/16/2007 
32 Great Circle Drive 

500 0 Yard of home Blockage – Grease 
(FOG) 

12/12/2006 400 0 Street/Curb and Gutter Blockage – Roots 
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125 Stewart Avenue 
09/26/2006 

594 Virginia Drive 
500 0 Yard of home Blockage – Roots 

08/30/2006 
305 Trestle Glen Blvd. 

300 0 Yard of home Blockage – Debris  

06/28/2006 
2 and 3 Warren Ct.  

500 0 Yard of home Blockage – Debris 

04/03/2006 
15 Rowley Circle 

500 0 Yard of home Blockage – Roots 

02/19/2006 
26 Sutter Court 

225 0 Yard of home Blockage – 
Multiple causes 

01/11/2006 
213 E. Strawberry Dr. 

500 0 Storm Drain Blockage – Debris 

12/31/2005 
3 Mercury Avenue 

500 0 Street/Curb and Gutter N/A 

11/17/2005 
104 Tiburon Blvd. 

750 0 Storm Drain Blockage – Grease 
(FOG) 

06/27/2005 
32 Great Circle Way 

500 0 Yard of home Blockage – Grease 
(FOG) 

01/17/2005 
In easement between 400 

& 402 Hillary Drive 

800 0 Yard of home Blockage – Debris 
from laterals  

 
 
2. Failure to contain and mitigate the impacts of an SSO.  The District needs to 

improve not only its capabilities to contain and recover SSOs but also realign its 
focus and practice to make this a priority.  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.  At the time of the inspection, the District did not have adequate equipment 
or procedures to effectively respond to or contain spills and mitigate impacts from 
SSOs.  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.   

 
3. Spill reporting.  The District reported a spill volume of 500 gallons for the SSO 

that occurred on 4/16/2007 at 32 Great Circle Drive.  An entry present within the 
District’s daily log book indicates that the responder estimated that approximately 
800 gallons of sewage had spilled and was absorbed by the soil.  During the 
course of the inspection, the District could not immediately provide a completed 
Sanitary Sewer Overflow Report form or a Roto-Rooter Spill Reporting Form for 
the 4/16/2007 SSO.  However, at the conclusion of the inspection Mr. Beuhler 
stated that a completed form was ultimately identified in the District’s records.  
Unfortunately, the inspector failed to obtain a copy of the form and therefore 
could not subsequently determine if suitable documentation or rationale existed 
for the discrepancy in spill volume.  The District needs to provide clarification to 
EPA Region 9 regarding this apparent discrepancy in the observed and reported 
spill volumes.   

 
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 
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District has no, or limited, incentive to investigate or minimize I&I or their 
impacts on the SASM WWTP.  This statement is based on the current billing 
process (e.g., EDUs), the fact that the District is going to allocate only $145,000 
to sewer line rehabilitation over the next five years which is roughly 10% of what 
it intends to spend to improve its pump stations, and that they have been 
progressing very slowly to address defects identified in 2003.  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 or eliminating capacity-related SSOs, 
unnecessary and costly wastewater treatment plant upgrades, and the potential for 
blending and/or bypasses at the wastewater treatment plant.   

 
5. Use of CIP funds.  The District should rapidly determine and pursue the 

necessary remedies as identified in the May 2007 defect report.  As previously 
stated in this report, Mr. Buehler stated that the District had hired a contractor in 
2003 to televise all of their sewer lines over a 3-year period which ended in 2006, 
and generate a defect report containing fault ratios.  At the time of the inspection, 
the District had not yet prioritized or pursued remedies for identified defects.  The 
District planned to review the data and validate the stated ratios.  In a written 
submittal provided to EPA dated March 4, 2008, Mr. Buehler provided another 
listing of repair and pipe rehabilitation projects totaling approximately $235,000.  
According to Mr. Buehler, a number of the projects were undertaken in response 
to conditions noted during the CCTV inspections.  A timeline for implementing 
remedies was not provided.   

 
Additionally, for CIP projects, the District had budgeted $1,125,000 for pump 
station upgrades and $145,000 for sewer line rehabilitation over the next five year 
period (through FY 13/14).  This is indicative of a program that is focusing 
largely on conveying sewage to the downstream POTW instead of addressing I&I 
and increased wet weather flows in its collection system.  Last, the District had no 
current schedule for a gradual and comprehensive replacement of the collection 
system.   

 
Summary 
 
From the information gathered during the inspection it appears the routine and event 
driven maintenance of the Richardson Bay Sanitary 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 and 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 
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which are directly related to and attributable to operation and maintenance issues.  Lastly, 
I&I, SSOs, or collection system replacement did not appear to be priorities for the 
District. 
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ATTACHMENT 1 
 

2007 SSO Summary Report obtained from the CIWQS SSO website 
and 

2005 and 2006 SSO data obtained from the San Francisco Bay Regional 
Water Quality Control Board website 
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ATTACHMENT 2 
 

Richardson Bay Sanitary District Budget for Fiscal Year 2007 – 2008  
and  

Five Year Capital Improvement Program Cost Summary 
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ATTACHMENT 3 
Richardson Bay Sanitary District  

Daily log Book Entry for April 16, 2007 
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