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Item: 6 
 
Subject: Public Hearing on Order No. R1-2012-0031, to consider adoption of 

Waste Discharge Requirements for City of Arcata, Wastewater 
Treatment Facility, WDID No. 1B82114OHUM, NPDES Permit No. 
CA0022713, Humboldt County 

 
DISCUSSION 

 
The City of Arcata (City or Permittee) is currently discharging under Order No. R1-2004-
0036 and National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) Permit No. 
CA0022713, adopted by the Regional Water Board on June 22, 2004.  The Permittee 
filed a Report of Waste Discharge and submitted an application for renewal of its Waste 
Discharge Requirements (WDRs) and NPDES permit on February 19, 2007.  
Subsequently, the Permittee submitted an amended Report of Waste Discharge on 
December 15, 2011, incorporating upgrades to the treatment system and a new primary 
point of discharge.   
 
The City owns the wastewater collection, treatment, and disposal facilities that serve 
approximately 16,800 people in the City of Arcata and the unincorporated community of 
Glendale.  The wastewater treatment facility (WWTF) is located at 600 South G Street 
in Arcata, Humboldt County, California.  The City of Arcata WWTF in its varying forms 
has been discharging to Humboldt Bay since about 1949. 
 
In 1974, the State Water Board adopted the Bays and Estuaries Policy which prohibits 
the discharge of municipal wastewater and industrial process water to enclosed bays 
and estuaries “unless the discharge enhances the quality of the receiving water above 
that which would occur in the absence of the discharge”.  The Bays and Estuaries 
Policy enhancement criteria is defined as, "…(1) Full uninterrupted protection of all 
beneficial uses which could be made of the receiving water body in the absence of all 
point source discharge(s) along with (2) a demonstration by the applicant that the 
discharge, through the creation of new beneficial uses or fuller realization, enhances 
water quality for those beneficial uses which could be made of the receiving water in the 
absence of all point source discharges...".  In response to the new Policy, the City 
brought forward a project consisting of a marsh treatment process with a discharge to 
Humboldt Bay. 
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Upon evaluation of the City’s proposal, the State Water Board issued Order 79-20, 
interpreting the Bays and Estuaries Policy which concluded that there was a reasonable 
probability that the discharge of secondary, disinfected and dechlorinated effluent into 
Humboldt Bay, together with a treatment process which either created new beneficial 
uses or resulted in a fuller realization of existing beneficial uses, such as the marsh 
treatment process proposed by Arcata, could enhance the receiving water quality.  
Resolution No. 83-9, subsequently adopted by the Regional Water Board, granted the 
City of Arcata a waiver, as defined in Chapter I, Paragraph A of the Bays and Estuaries 
Policy, permitting continued [Humboldt] Bay discharge.  Resolution No. 83-9 found that 
the marsh disposal alternative meets the definition of enhancement set forth in State 
Board Order No. 79-20 because the waste would achieve secondary treatment 
standards, create no adverse impacts to present beneficial uses and the discharge 
would create new beneficial uses and wildlife habitat in what is now known as the 
Arcata Marsh Wildlife Sanctuary (AMWS). 
 
As constructed, the AMWS consists of three freshwater wetlands: Allen, Gearheart, and 
Hauser Marshes. These marshes receive equivalent to secondary treated wastewater, 
provide enhanced treatment for discharges to Humboldt Bay, and create new beneficial 
uses, which would not exist in the absence of the discharge.  The AMWS marshes 
(wetlands) provide enhanced water quality treatment while hosting a variety of cold 
water aquatic organisms and vegetation creating an extraordinary habitat for shorebirds, 
waterfowl, raptors and migratory birds.  As a result, the AMWS is an integral part of the 
WWTF and a valued part of the Arcata community providing numerous non-contact 
recreation and educational opportunities. 
 
In the existing WWTF configuration, primary wastewater treatment is accomplished with 
mechanical bar screens, a grit removal chamber, and two primary clarifiers.  Primary 
solids are sent to two anaerobic digesters, sludge drying beds, and a sludge 
composting operation.  Influent flows above 5.0 mgd are diverted around primary 
treatment directly to the oxidation ponds.  Secondary treatment is accomplished using 
two oxidation ponds 22.4 and 17.3 acres in size respectively.  A third oxidation pond 
(3.6 acres) has recently been converted into two treatment marshes to complement the 
existing four 2-acre treatment marshes, totaling six treatment marshes.  From the 
treatment marshes, wastewater is chlorinated and dechlorinated prior to enhanced 
treatment in the AMWS.  Under the existing configuration, treated effluent from the 
WWTF is continuously commingled with effluent from the AMWS, disinfected and split, 
flowing by gravity either to Humboldt Bay or again through the AMWS.  The result is 
disinfected secondary effluent, but not all effluent receives the benefit of enhanced 
treatment through the AMWS before discharge to Humboldt Bay and some effluent may 
actually be chlorinated multiple times, increasing the opportunity to form disinfection 
byproducts above water quality objectives.   
 
During the term of Order No. R1-2012-0031, the City plans to implement upgrades to 
the WWTF.  Under the upgraded WWTF configuration, waste will continue to enter the 
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system through the headworks receiving primary and biosolids treatment comprised of 
mechanical bar screens, grit removal, two clarifiers, two anaerobic digesters, drying 
beds, and composting.  Initial biological treatment will still be accomplished in the two 
oxidation ponds and six treatment marshes.   
 
Equivalent to secondary treated effluent will discharge at Outfall No. 002 to the AMWS 
through Allen, Gearheart and Hauser marshes in succession creating beneficial uses, 
enhancing water quality treatment consistent with Resolution Nos. 79-20 and 83-9, and 
resulting in full standard secondary treated effluent prior to discharge into Humboldt 
Bay.  The single pass treatment upgrade is predicated upon the construction of a new 
ultraviolet (UV) disinfection system at the end of Hauser marsh.  Within the effective 
period of the proposed Order, treated effluent will be discharged immediately after UV 
disinfection through Outfall No. 003 into Humboldt Bay via a brackish marsh, which was 
constructed in 2008.   
 
The upgraded WWTF configuration will result in overall improvements to effluent quality 
discharged to Humboldt Bay because effluent will no longer be commingled; therefore 
all effluent at least up to 5.9 mgd will receive enhanced treatment through the AMWS.  
In addition, chlorination will no longer be the primary form of disinfection so formation of 
disinfection byproducts will be greatly diminished.  Treated effluent from Outfall No. 003 
will enter Humboldt Bay in a diffuse manner due to the tidal mixing within the brackish 
marsh and subsequent flow though tidal marshes.  The overall end result of the 
upgraded WWTF will be higher quality water entering Humboldt Bay. 
 
The proposed Order contains several requirements and changes, which were not 
included in the previous Order, including but not limited to: 

1. Incorporation of a new primary discharge point to Humboldt Bay at the Brackish 
Marsh (Discharge Point 003);  

2. Application of new limitations for toxicity and copper into the AMWS;  

3. A special study applicable to the AMWS;  

4. Increased monitoring parameters; and  

5. Relaxation of final effluent limitations at Discharge Point 001 (emergency overflow to 
Humboldt Bay) and Discharge Point 002 (AMWS) from full standard secondary to 
equivalent to secondary levels; and 

6. Governance of discharges at Discharge Point 002 under State authority. 

 
The draft permit and/or information to access the draft Orders on the Regional Water 
Board website was originally mailed to the Permittee, interested agencies, and persons 
and the draft permit was open for public comment between March 12, 2012, and April 
13, 2012.  Only the City submitted comments.  Regional Water Board staff have 
coordinated through numerous calls and meetings with the City staff during the 
development of the draft Order and to resolve the outstanding issues raised by the City 
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during the comment period.  In many instances, Regional Board staff modified the 
proposed Order in response to the comments received.  Additional changes have been 
made to the proposed Order to provide clarity, correct typographical errors, and to 
provide consistency between language in the permit, monitoring and reporting program, 
and Fact Sheet.  Staff’s written response to comments, which includes copies of the 
City’s comments, is incorporated into this Executive Officer’s Summary Report as 
Attachment 1. 
 
Despite extensive coordination, the City and Regional Water Board staff were unable to 
agree on the following four issues: 

1. Dioxin TEQ and the TEF and Biological Effective Factor provision.   

2. Current Cyanide Regulation based upon reasonable potential calculated from 
data below the ML and based on inclusion of an Eastern crab species not found 
along the West Coast. 

3. Daily limits for Human Health Criteria and for non-priority pollutants (settleable 
solids, chlorine and fecal coliform) 

4. Inclusion of Mass Limits for BOD and TSS which are technology based limits. 
 
Regional Water Board staff’s specific response to each of these issues is contained in 
Attachment 1.  Although the City and Regional Water Board staff were unable to agree 
upon these four issues, the City has agreed to move forward with the draft Order as 
proposed and continue working with staff over the upcoming permit cycle on the 
remaining issues.  The Regional Water Board staff understands that the City retains this 
list of issues as a record of these outstanding concerns for future reference. 
 
 
PRELIMINARY STAFF 
RECOMMENDATION: Adopt Order No. R1-2012-0031 as proposed. 
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