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Introduction 

Honorable Chairman Alejo and Committee Members, 

Thank you for the invitation to testify on this very timely and important hearing, and on 
behalf of our Colorado River Basin Regional Water Quality Control Board, we also 
welcome you to our Region.  I am the Assistant Executive Officer for the Regional 
Water Board and have been with the Water Boards for over twenty-five (25) years.  I am 
a California registered civil engineer and, for the last seventeen (17) years, I have been 
personally involved with development and implementation of water quality control policy 
to address New River pollution—not just at the Border with Mexico, but also in the 
Imperial Valley.   

Attachment 1 shows the New River from Mexicali to the Salton Sea and summarizes the 
key recommended programs and projects of the New River Improvement Project 
Strategic Plan (Strategic Plan).  Cal/EPA, its Boards, Departments, and Offices (BDOs), 
have made substantive progress to implement the Strategic Plan. In spite of all of this 
progress, the New River still remains severely impaired, with particular impairments 
here in the Calexico area. Therefore, I am going to discuss the New River quantitatively 
and qualitatively, but only to be able to offer a sense of what we believe the main 
challenges and obstacles are regarding restoration of the New River.  I will also share 
my perspective on the steps we believe can be taken to overcome those challenges and 
obstacles.  

Quantitative and Qualitative Overview of New River Water Quality 

Our water quality monitoring data, as well as data collected by other agencies, including 
the United States Geological Survey, indicate that the pollutants with the most severe 
impact on the New River in Calexico are significantly different than the pollutants with 
the most severe impact on the New River by the Salton Sea.  In fact, as indicated in the 
Strategic Plan, our monitoring data show that: 
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1. the main water quality problem in Calexico is the threat that pathogens in the 
New River pose to public health, followed by the problem of trash, which is 
followed by the lack of adequate dissolved oxygen; and  

2. notwithstanding the pathogens and trash problems, most of the New River 
impairments downstream from Calexico are caused by pollutants associated with 
agricultural runoff from the Imperial Valley.1 

So allow me to tackle the last problem first because that is the easiest.   

Challenges Downstream from Calexico 

Last January 15th our Board approved new and comprehensive regulatory controls 
through its adoption of a conditional waiver of Waste Discharge Requirements for 
Agricultural Wastewater Discharges to address the potential and actual impacts caused 
by those discharges originating in the Imperial Valley. Adoption of that waiver was in 
addition to our previously adopted Silt/Sediment Total Maximum Daily Load Basin Plan 
regulatory amendments for the New and Alamo Rivers and Imperial Valley Drains, 
which also require Imperial Valley farmers to implement management practices to 
address water quality problems in these surface waters. We also regulate through 
permits all of the wastewater treatment plants and industry in the Valley that discharge 
or potentially discharge pollutants into the New River.  So, as far as managing 
controllable sources of pollution on this side of the Border is concerned, we have laws 
and regulatory programs in place to address the impairments caused by these sources, 
and the impairments are being addressed.   

Challenges in Mexicali 

Regarding the New River pathogen problem in Calexico (Item 1, above), it has two 
primary sources: (1) treated but undisinfected discharges of municipal and industrial 
wastewater; and (2) emerging bypasses of raw sewage in Mexicali. Between these two, 
the bypasses are the more significant problem and are the result of sewage 
infrastructure problems in Mexicali. Attachment 2, which consists of a letter from our 
Board to the US Section of the International Boundary and Water Commission (US 
IBWC) and the United States Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA), and a staff 
memorandum addressed to our Board, details the historical problem and the emerging 
problem.  In addition, the raw sewage in the New River also violates Treaty Minute 
environmental and water quality standards between the US and Mexico.   

The challenge in addressing the problem in Mexicali is not technical since this is a fairly 
straightforward sanitary engineering problem.  Nor is the challenge an issue of a lack of 
cooperation or coordination.  We believe we have as good a working relationship with 

                                                            
1 The impacting pollutants in the New River by the Salton Sea are selenium, silt/sediment, and toxicity. 
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our US IBWC, USEPA, and Mexican counterparts as possible; and there is an effective 
Binational Technical Committee (BTC) for the New River/Mexicali Sanitation Program 
that has a proven track record for overseeing implementation of close to $100M worth of 
binational projects in Mexicali.  Instead, the challenge in this case is two-fold: (1) 
money, or the lack thereof, to be more precise, and (2) not treating key dilapidated or 
broken sewage infrastructure in Mexicali as a matter of emergency, even though it 
clearly poses a significant threat to California.  

We recognize that fully characterizing and addressing all of the current and emerging 
sewage infrastructure problems in Mexicali is going to take time and that special studies 
may have to be conducted for that purpose to come up with the most cost-effective 
solutions.  We understand and enthusiastically support that approach in principle, but I 
respectfully submit for your consideration that we do not need a study to identify and 
determine how to address some obvious problems, such as the broken and 
malfunctioning sewage pumps and maintenance equipment that are already out of 
commission.  Instead, what is needed is money, along with a sense of urgency, 
because fixing these obvious problems needed to be done at least two years ago to 
avoid what is happening now--large discharges of raw sewage into the New River. 
There are also binational institutions in place already that were set up precisely to fund 
sewage infrastructure: the North American Development Bank (NADBank) and the 
Border Environment Cooperation Commission (BECC).   

So, besides sending more letters, what can be done to address these financial and 
infrastructure problems? I respectfully submit for your consideration that policy makers 
must speak with one voice to urge our federal colleagues and binational institutions to 
expedite funding assistance to replace the broken equipment and equipment that has 
outlasted its useful life, that this be done as a matter of emergency, and that they 
simultaneously conduct any other necessary studies they feel must be conducted.  
Otherwise, things are going to get significantly worse in the Calexico area, and it is 
going to be quite a while before they improve.   

For example, Attachment 3 gives a sense of how bad things can get.  Attachment 3 
shows New River water quality when we get raw sewage at the Border (left column) as 
compared with when there is no raw sewage in the New River (right column).  In fact, it 
is my professional opinion that if we do not address the problems in Mexicali, building a 
disinfection facility and its associated conveyance structure in Calexico would be an 
ineffective expenditure of money—it is just not going to work since the majority of the 
problems originates in Mexicali. Nevertheless, with that said, I still believe the problems 
in Mexicali will be effectively addressed. My hope, however, is that they are addressed 
sooner than later. This leads me now to discuss the challenges in Calexico. 
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Challenges in Calexico 

The Strategic Plan recognizes that because California has more stringent bacteria water 
quality standards for the New River than Mexico does, there will be residual bacteria 
pollution even when the sewage infrastructure in Mexicali is working properly.  In 
recognition of this and to provide for the construction of a river parkway near the Border, 
the Strategic Plan recommends building a trash screen to address the trash impairment; 
and building a conveyance structure and disinfection facility for the New River, 
downstream from the Border, to handle this residual bacteria.  

The challenge in Calexico to implement the trash and disinfection system is not the 
current water quality control regulatory framework.  As indicated to us by the State 
Water Resources Control Board’s Office of Chief Counsel, we do not need to modify the 
Water Code to accommodate the disinfection system. Thus, there are no water quality 
legal impediments to implementing this remedial option.   

Fundamentally, in my opinion the main challenges in Calexico are three: (1) getting 
someone to own and operate the recommended trash screen and disinfection 
infrastructure, which may require additional federal legislation; (2) funding—close to 
$100M is needed; and (3) prioritization—assigning a sense of urgency to the Plan’s 
recommendations for Calexico also.  Building the trash screen near or at the Border in 
the US will certainly require consent from the U.S. Department of Homeland Security 
and coordination with the US IBWC. Dealing with the first challenge will facilitate dealing 
with the other two challenges.  

So, what options are available to deal with these three challenges? I can think of 
several examples where Congress has provided direction regarding similar problems 
(e.g., Nogales, AZ, and San Ysidro, CA).  Therefore, I respectfully submit for your 
consideration that this needs to be made not just a priority problem, but it needs to be 
made an explicit priority for funding. That would get it done sooner than later, which 
would be good for the environment and would improve the quality of life of people in the 
Border area.  We owe it to the people of Calexico to get this done now.   

Chairman Alejo and Committee Members, on behalf of our Regional Water Board, I 
want to thank you for bringing attention to this serious problem. Thank you also for your 
consideration and for the opportunity to be of service.  



Attachment 1 

New River on a Reach-by-Reach Basis and Recommended 
Programs and Projects  

 

  







Attachment 2 

December 8, 2014 Colorado River Basin Water Board Letter to 
US IBWC and USEPA 

  



























Attachment 3 

New River Water Quality (Pre- and Post-binational projects) 

 



 

New River Water Quality at the International Border 

Issue Pre-Binational Projects 

(up to 20 mgd of raw sewage) 

Post-Binational Projects 

(no raw sewage) 

Fecal, E. Coli  > 1,000,000  ~ 8,000 – 60,000 

Dissolved Oxygen  < 1.0 mg/L  ~ 5 mg/L 

Trash  > 150 cu yds/year  Same 

Selenium  < 5 ppb  > 5 ppb 

Nutrients (PO4)  40% of Load to Salton Sea  20% of Load to Salton Sea 

Toxicity Detected Mitigated 

VOCs  Some detected  Non-detect 

Average Flow at the International Border ~ 80-100 mgd 
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