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LOS ANGELES RIVER TRASH EXCLUSION PROJECT

LOS ANGELES COUNTY

Site Description: The Los Angeles River spans over 50 miles and has a watershed encompassing 834 square miles, with over 474 square miles of highly developed commercial, industrial, and residential areas.  Urban runoff discharged at storm drain outfall sites have been identified as a major multimedia environmental problem in the southern California region.  Accumulations of trash and other solid wastes, such as contaminated soil and sediments, are a significant component of the urban runoff problem and a potential source of bacteria.  The accumulated solid waste at storm drain outfall illegal disposal sites is spread downstream to beach, wetland, and other public contact areas.  Pollutants that accompany these wastes include bacteria, viruses, oil and grease, nutrients, metals, and toxic chemicals. 

The Los Angeles River has been significantly impaired by trash, to the extent that the Los Angeles Regional Water Quality Control Board (RWQCB) issued a Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL) for trash.  In accordance with the joint meeting of the State Water Resources Control Board and California Integrated Waste Management Board in May 2001, Program staff have worked directly with the Los Angeles RWQCB to collaborate on targeting cleanup activities at urban streams and beaches, to reduce the trash levels at storm drain outfall sites.  

Proposed Remediation Project: This project is a proactive approach by the Los Angeles County Flood Control District (District) to reduce trash entering and polluting the Los Angeles River.  The project consists of the installation of approximately 1,100 catch basin trash excluders at inlets to the storm drain system within the public right-of-way that discharge into the Los Angeles River.  The District is proposing to install the trash excluders in areas within the Los Angeles River watershed that accumulate the highest volumes of trash and require the most frequent cleaning.  The areas where the highest volumes of trash enter the storm drain system are linked to those certain storm drain outfall sites located throughout Los Angeles County where large volumes of trash illegally accumulate and enter the Los Angeles River.

Trash excluders consist of steel screens placed at the catch basin opening along the curb.  During light rain or dry weather the trash excluders prevent trash from entering the storm drain system and eventually accumulating at storm drain outfall sites.  The trash excluders allow street sweepers and maintenance crews to collect trash on a routine basis as opposed to allowing the trash to accumulate in the drainage system and eventually at the outfall sites.  According to a study sponsored by the Santa Monica Bay Restoration Project and conducted by the City of Santa Monica, catch basin trash excluders prevent nearly all the trash from entering storm drains during dry weather and are considered to be a cost-effective means for meeting the trash TMDL requirements.  As such, in accordance with Title 14, California Code of Regulations (14 CCR), Section 18904(a), the trash excluders contribute to the efficient performance of the long-term remedial action with respect to the abatement of the impacts of trash in storm water discharges to the Los Angeles River.

Other storm water trash removal projects have focused on removal of trash at specific storm drain outfall sites.  While the effect is the same (i.e., trash is removed from the drainage system), the trash excluders are an abatement device on the front end of the system that allows that trash to be removed and properly disposed. As such, the proposed remedial action is eligible per 14 CCR 18904(b) in that the trash excluders allow waste removal and disposal and are a drainage control device, benefiting the subject outfall sites.  

Cost Estimate: The District has requested a Matching Grant to abate Los Angeles River storm drain outfall illegal disposal sites.  The total project cost is estimated at $1,500,000.  The District has requested that the Board provide funding of up to $750,000 for construction costs.  Matching funds from the District are in the form of $350,000 for construction costs and $450,000 in other costs required to complete the project (e.g., permit costs, CEQA costs, project management costs, bidding costs, and construction engineering).  The $450,000 in other costs are not specifically eligible or ineligible under 14 CCR 18904 and, as such, are discretionary and may be approved by the Board in accordance with 18904 (b).  Staff recommends that the Board approve these costs, and by approving this project such costs will be deemed to have been approved.  

Site Prioritization: Those certain storm drain outfall sites located throughout LosAngeles County intended to benefit from reduced trash levels through the installation of the excluders are located within  environmentally sensitive areas with significant public contact.  Based on the degree of risk to public health and safety and the environment posed by potential public contact with the solid waste and ecological degradation, the prioritization category is A1.  Priority A1 is a confirmed condition of pollution or nuisance from solid waste based on comparison with state minimum standards with significant residential, industrial, park, recreation, or environmentally sensitive areas within 1,000 feet.

In addition, the grant application was evaluated and scored using the process and scoring criteria that were approved by the Board in June 2003.  The grant proposal exceeded the required minimum score of 60 points.

Enforcement Actions and Cost Recovery: The District is a responsible party for those certain storm drain outfall sites located throughout Los Angeles County which are intended to benefit from reduced trash levels through the installation of the proposed excluders.  This responsibility stems from the District’s status as a permittee to the Regional Water Quality Control Board's National Pollution Discharge Elimination System Permit (the “NPDES Permit”).  The Regional Board is actively enforcing the NPDES Permit, but has not issued enforcement orders against the District.  In addition, the District is subject to TMDL requirements that may include trash and/or other pollutants discharged to the Los Angeles River.  The NPDES permit and TMDLs include requirements for Best Management Practices (BMPs) to be implemented, including trash control BMPs, waste removal, leachate and liquid waste controls, street sweeping, and illegal dumping surveillance and enforcement.  To the extent the conditions at the subject storm drain outfall sites constitute violations of the NPDES Permit, the RWQCB would look to the District as a party responsible for implementing “controls to reduce the discharge of pollutants to the maximum extent practicable.” [Clean Water Act Sec. 402(p)(3)(b)]  The installation of the proposed catch basin trash excluders are an effective method for the District to implement pollutant reduction controls benefiting the outfall sites, in accordance with this requirement.  
The proposed project would address cleanup of illegally disposed solid waste that would benefit public health and safety and the environment irrespective of water quality aspects.  Urban runoff and storm drain outfalls have been identified as major cross-media environmental problems in the southern California region.  The grant funds would be used for solid waste abatement measures, which are authorized as eligible remedial actions under 14 CCR 18904 (b), and not for other capital improvements that solely benefit water quality. Staff of the Regional Board have conveyed that this type of project and grant would not conflict or be duplicative of their requirements.  

The Board may award matching grants to public entities to cleanup (among other sites) publicly operated solid waste disposal and codisposal sites that have always operated as public facilities.  As a grant is essentially a bestowal of funds, cost recovery is not an issue in those cases, even though the public entity grantee is the “responsible party” for the cleanup.  Here, the subject sites which are intended to benefit from reduced trash levels through the installation of the excluders are illegal disposal sites.  In many cases the party responsible for the illegal disposal site is a private party, and thus the grant is given to the public entity and cost recovery is pursued against the responsible party.  This is not the case here, as the public entity grantee itself is the responsible party.  Thus an award in this case would extend matching grant awards to public entities that are “responsible parties” for illegal disposal sites.  An award here would further extend remedial action abatement measures at disposal sites to locations beyond the sites and/or the immediate vicinity of the sites, on the ground that trash abatement at these sites is more effectively accomplished utilizing such “front end” measures. If cost recovery was potentially applicable in this case, the Board’s conditions for waiver of cost recovery would be met based on the following factors: (1) the site property is publicly owned and maintained in public benefit and use; (2) the public property owner is contributing significantly toward the cleanup; (3) the public property owner has not willfully caused the illegal disposal; and (4) no individual parties responsible for illegal dumping of waste to the site can be identified.
As with all matching grants, the public entities’ need for the funds is to be considered.  The applicant has expressed that their current funding is inadequate to complete the cleanup project. Southern California local jurisdictions including the District are subject to significant unfunded financial burdens due to the costs of upgrading storm water systems.  Board staff has reviewed this information and concurs with the applicant's determination of financial need.

Support:  Staff have not received any written support at the time this item was submitted for publication.

Opposition:  Staff have not received any written opposition at the time this item was submitted for publication.

