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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

S.1  INTRODUCTION 

This Subsequent Environmental Impact Report (SEIR) has been prepared for the Orange County 
Sanitation District’s (OCSD or District) proposed Secondary Treatment and Plant Improvement Project 
(proposed Project).  The District proposes to increase secondary treatment capacity at its two treatment 
plants in order to comply with secondary treatment standards.  With this Project the District proposes to 
modify the treatment element it approved in 1999 when it adopted its Strategic Plan.  In 1999 the District 
certified a Program EIR on its 20-year Strategic Plan, adopted the Plan and approved a treatment scenario 
that provided for a blend of advanced primary and secondary treatment for all ocean discharge flows.  The 
1999 PEIR also fully analyzed a “full secondary” treatment scenario that would provide secondary 
treatment for all ocean discharge flows and addressed many of the same facilities now proposed as part of 
the current treatment project.  Since 1999 some of the facility projects included in that treatment scenario 
have been modified and new projects have been added that were not previously addressed.  Substantial 
new information on the specific treatment facilities is now available.  In addition, other changes have 
occurred since 1999 that have affected the District’s planning for treatment facilities, including changes in 
current plant operations, projected 2020 wastewater flows and regulatory requirements.  These changes 
are reviewed in this SEIR. 

The CEQA Guidelines (Section 15162) provide for preparation of a Subsequent EIR when “substantial 
changes are proposed in the project which will require major revisions of the previous EIR … due to the 
involvement of new significant effects.”  This SEIR augments the 1999 Program EIR on the District’s 
1999 Strategic Plan.  It focuses on changes proposed to the District’s previously approved wastewater 
treatment program element, providing additional information on the specific treatment facility upgrade 
projects now proposed and evaluating the potential environmental effects of these projects to determine 
whether “new significant environmental effects” would result.  The SEIR then compares the potential 
effects of these projects with the analysis included in the 1999 PEIR. 

Pursuant to Section 15082 of the CEQA Guidelines, a Notice of Preparation (NOP) was prepared for the 
project and circulated to the public on March 15, 2004.  The NOP requested that interested parties 
respond within 30 days with comments and concerns related to the proposed projects.  The NOP comment 
period ended on April 23, 2004.  A total of 15 NOP comment letters were received.  Copies of the NOP 
and comments received are included in Appendices A and B, respectively.  This SEIR addresses each of 
the issues raised in the comments.  

This Draft SEIR will be circulated for public review by local, state and federal agencies and to interested 
organizations and individuals for a period of 45 days.  During the review process, comments can be sent 
to the attention of Jim Herberg, Orange County Sanitation District, at 10844 Ellis Avenue; Fountain 
Valley, CA, 92708-7018.  Following the comment period, the District will compile comments received 
and will prepare a Response to Comments document that, together with this Draft SEIR, will constitute 
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the Final SEIR.  The Final SEIR will be presented to the District Board of Directors for certification prior 
to approval of the Project.  

S.2 PROJECT BACKGROUND 

S.2.1 DISTRICT SERVICE OVERVIEW 

The District provides wastewater services to more than 2.3 million residents within a 470-square mile 
portion of northern and central Orange County.  The District operates and maintains over 650 miles of 
trunk and subtrunk sewer lines within its service area, which encompasses slightly more than half of the 
land area of Orange County.  Two treatment plants are situated adjacent to the Santa Ana River (SAR).  
Reclamation Plant No. 1 is located in Fountain Valley, and Treatment Plant No. 2 is located in 
Huntington Beach near the coast.  Treated effluent is discharged through a 120-inch diameter ocean 
outfall that extends approximately four miles into the ocean. 

OCSD’s treatment requirements for the wastewater it discharges to the ocean are established in its 
National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) permit issued by the Regional Water Quality 
Control Board – Santa Ana Region (SARWQCB) to comply with the federal Clean Water Act (CWA).  
Although the CWA requires most treatment plants to provide secondary treatment for all effluent 
discharged to the ocean, OCSD operated under a modified permit issued pursuant to Section 301(h) of the 
Act during the past 15 years – providing a blend of advance primary and secondary treatment for its ocean 
discharge.  Section 301(h) of the Act allows qualified wastewater treatment plants employing rigorous 
pretreatment and extensive ocean monitoring to release less than secondary treated wastewater into deep 
ocean waters.   Up until 2002 the District had been planning to continue to provide treatment capability 
that would support a blend of advance primary and secondary treatment in compliance with the modified 
NPDES permit requirements.  In 2002, the District decided to implement treatment to meet secondary 
treatment standards.     

S.2.2 1999 STRATEGIC PLAN AND PROGRAM EIR 

The District prepared a 1999 Strategic Plan that assessed the District’s wastewater system needs through 
the year 2020 and options to meet those needs.  The Strategic Plan identified facility improvements and 
operations necessary to: 

• accommodate projected population growth in the District’s Service Area, 

• handle peak wet-weather flows that can be more than two and one-half times greater than average 
dry-weather flows; 

• respond to changing environmental regulations; and  

• support regional water recycling through participation with the Orange County Water District in 
the Groundwater Replenishment System Project. 

The Strategic Plan covers all aspects of the District’s operations.  It provides a phased program of projects 
to replace and rehabilitate the sewer collection system, expand and upgrade the District’s two treatment 
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plants, expand the biosolids management program, and provide additional treated wastewater to Orange 
County Water District (OCWD) to support the Groundwater Replenishment (GWR) System project. 

The District prepared a Program EIR (PEIR) on the 1999 Strategic Plan that was certified in 1999 prior to 
Board adoption of the Strategic Plan.  The PEIR addressed all elements of the Strategic Plan, evaluating 
the impacts of implementing capital improvements projects proposed for the collection system, treatment 
plants, discharge facilities and biosolids management facilities.  The PEIR evaluated six alternative 
treatment scenarios: three variations on the level of treatment to be provided for ocean discharge, each 
considered with and without participation in the GWR System project with OCWD.  The six alternatives 
were evaluated thoroughly at an equal level of detail such that the PEIR provides a complete 
environmental impact assessment of each alternative, identifying potentially significant impacts and 
appropriate mitigation measures for each.  The District certified the Program EIR and adopted the 
Strategic Plan in October 1999.  As part of the Plan adoption, the District approved Scenario 2, a 
treatment scenario that provides for a blend of advanced primary and secondary treatment for all ocean 
discharge flows in compliance with the modified NPDES permit requirements. 

S.2.3 CHANGES SINCE THE 1999 STRATEGIC PLAN ADOPTION 

Since the 1999 Strategic Plan adoption OCSD has proceeded with implementation of several of the 
facility projects within the plan.  Among various projects underway, the District has implemented a 
disinfection/dechlorination program for the full flow discharged to the ocean.  Disinfection facilities were 
installed in 2002.  The District has proceeded with its commitment to participate with OCWD in the 
GWR System Project and has approved a joint development, operation and maintenance agreement with 
OCWD for the project.  The GWR System project is under construction now.  The GWR System project 
will purify highly treated wastewater from OCWD and inject it into the groundwater basin to help prevent 
seawater intrusion along the coastal boundary of the aquifer and to enhance the long-term water supply of 
groundwater. 

The District has also been engaged in renewing its NPDES permit, which is renewed every five years.  In 
July 2002 the District Board of Directors, responding to public input received during the development of 
its NPDES ocean discharge permit renewal application, voluntarily decided to have its ocean discharge 
meet secondary treatment standards.  The Board directed staff to proceed immediately with planning, 
design, and implementation of treatment methods that would allow the District to meet federal CWA 
secondary treatment standards (Resolution No. OCSD 02-14, July 17, 2002).  In response to this Board 
policy directive, OCSD staff began the process to change the recommended level of treatment identified 
in the Strategic Plan and PEIR from Scenario 2 (a blend of primary and secondary) to Scenario 4 (full 
secondary).  Staff prepared the Interim Strategic Plan Update (2002) and the Full Secondary Treatment 
Summary Report (2003) to identify the needed elements of the proposed Secondary Treatment and Plant 
Improvement Project now being proposed.   

Subsequently, the SARWQCB renewed the District’s NPDES permit reflecting the requirement that the 
ocean discharge meet secondary treatment standards.  A Consent Decree developed between the EPA, 
SARWQCB and OCSD, filed in November 2004, establishes the timetable for OCSD to complete the 
necessary facility projects to provide the required secondary treatment by 2012 and sets interim effluent 
limits as shown in Table S-1.  
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Table S-1 
NPDES Permit Limits 

 BOD  TSS  
Interim Ocean Discharge Limits (until 2011)   30-day average 
(mg/l) 

 
105  

 
70  

Interim Ocean Discharge Limits (2011-2012)    
30-day average (mg/l) 

 
95  

 
55  

Secondary Treatment Discharge Limits (after 2012) 
30-day average (mg/l) 

 
30 

 
30 

Source:  Orange County Sanitation District. 
BOD = biochemical oxygen demand 
TSS = total suspended solids 
mg/l = milligrams per liter 

Since the District elected to increase the level of wastewater treatment, it has maximized its use of its 
existing secondary treatment facilities.  Secondary treatment of effluent has increased such that the 
District currently provides secondary treatment to approximately 64 percent (153 mgd) of its total flow.1   

S.3  PROPOSED PROJECT  

S.3.1 PROJECT OBJECTIVES 

The objectives of the Secondary Treatment and Plant Improvement Project are: 

• To construct treatment facilities needed to upgrade the District’s secondary treatment capacity to 
meet secondary treatment standards. 

• To operate treatment facilities in a cost-effective and environmentally responsible manner. 

S.3.2 PROPOSED FACILITIES 

The Secondary Treatment and Plant Improvement Project consists of the group of thirteen individual 
facility projects   In total, six projects are proposed at Plant No. 1 and seven projects are proposed at Plant 
No. 2.  Two of the projects, P1-102 at Plant No. 1 and P2-90 at Plant No. 2, would involve construction of 
large new secondary treatment facilities to meet project objectives.  Two other substantial construction 
projects, P1-101 and P2-92, are planned to upgrade and expand biosolids handling facilities at both 
plants.  Each of the proposed facility projects would be located within the existing boundaries of the 
District’s two treatment plants, with no construction to occur outside of the plant boundaries  (See Figures 
2-1 and 2-2 in Chapter 2, Project Description).  In addition to these facility projects, the proposed Project 
includes routine repairs and minor modifications conducted at both plants on an ongoing basis.   

The 1999 PEIR evaluated a “full” secondary treatment scenario – Scenario 4 that provided the basis for 
the proposed Project.  Scenario 4 included many of the secondary treatment facility improvement projects 
now proposed and evaluated in this SEIR.  The proposed Project is similar to the Scenario 4 analyzed in 
the PEIR; however, in addition to the projects identified in the PEIR, the District has identified additional 

                                                      
1 OCSD Full Secondary Summary Report, 2003. 
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rehabilitation projects and new facilities necessary to meet the secondary standards effectively.  The key 
differences between the proposed Project and the PEIR Scenario 4 are: 

• trickling filters at Plant No. 2 are proposed now as part of project P2-90, rather than aeration 
basins; 

• the PEIR identified 12 new digesters at Plant No. 1 and four at Plant No. 2, while the proposed 
Project calls for either 2 new digesters or improved sludge-thickening at Plant No. 1 and no new 
digesters at Plant No. 2; and 

• the proposed Project now includes centrifuges at Plant Nos. 1 and 2  for biosolids dewatering. 

S.4  ALTERNATIVES 

S.4.1 LEVEL OF TREATMENT 

OCSD completed a comprehensive evaluation of treatment alternatives in the PEIR.  This SEIR tiers from 
the PEIR and incorporates by reference the evaluation of three different levels of treatment.  Previously, it 
was the District’s objective to maintain treatment at a level consistent with the requirements of its 
modified NPDES permit.  In July 2002, the Board elected to adopt a policy of meeting secondary 
treatment standards.  As discussed in Chapter 9.0 of the PEIR, the District’s previously preferred 
treatment alternative – Scenario 2 – was considered the environmentally superior alternative because it 
was able to fully comply with the NPDES permit requirements that protect public and aquatic health and 
did not result in significant effects to the marine environment.  At the same time, it does not involve the 
same level of facility construction that expanded secondary treatment does and thus it has fewer and less 
impacts on land and air resources.   

The impact trade-off for the proposed Project is better long-term water quality for the marine environment 
versus longer and in some cases more intense short-term construction impacts.  To the extent the 
additional biosolids can be reused the impact to land resources for disposal would be minimized.   Given 
the temporary nature of the construction impacts that, while significant, do not cause a permanent 
environmental change, the environmental benefits of the improvements to effluent quality support an 
argument that the proposed Project is the environmentally superior alternative.  Further, the other two 
treatment levels that provide less than secondary treatment no long meet the District’s objectives or the 
regulatory requirements. 

S.4.2 SECONDARY TREATMENT PROCESS AT PLANT NO. 2 

Since 1999, the District has evaluated three treatment processes to provide secondary treatment at Plant 
No. 2:  trickling filters, conventional activated sludge, and membrane bioreactors.  As discussed in 
Chapter 4 – Alternatives of this SEIR, the processes were evaluated based on six main criteria and 23 sub-
criteria.  Trickling filters were ranked highest primarily on their favorable costs for construction, solids 
generation, proven technology, lack of waste streams requiring additional processing, proven 
effectiveness and public acceptance.  Trickling filters did involve the tallest structures but the visual 
impact analysis (Section 3.1) indicates that with mitigation, this facility would not have a significant 
visual impact.  The trickling filters require more land area and the greatest number of piles but the least 
amount of soil excavation – with a trade-off in more noise impacts versus less traffic hauling and vehicle 
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air quality impacts.  The alternative treatment processes would not avoid or significantly reduce the 
construction impacts associated with building the required treatment facilities.  The District selected 
trickling filters as the most effective and cost-effective treatment process.   

S.4.3 NO PROJECT ALTERNATIVE 

Under the CEQA “No Project “ Alternative, the District would not implement the proposed Project to 
expand treatment to meet secondary treatment standards and instead would continue, in the absence of 
this project, to implement the Scenario 2 blended primary and secondary treatment alternative it approved 
in 1999 as part of the Strategic Plan adoption.  Because of the regulatory changes in the District’s NPDES 
permit and the District’s own policy direction to pursue secondary treatment, the Scenario 2 level of 
treatment would no longer meet the District’s objectives or the regulatory requirements for effluent 
discharge.  With the new NPDES permit establishing in effect the impact threshold – non-compliance 
with the permit would constitute a significant impact.  The No Project alternative would not provide the 
same level of effluent quality to the marine environment that the proposed Project would.   

S.5 ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS AND MITIGATION MEASURES 

CEQA Guidelines require that an EIR contain a brief summary of project impacts and mitigation 
measures that would reduce those impacts.  Table S-2 contains a summary of the environmental impacts 
of the proposed Project, the mitigation measures identified to reduce or avoid those impacts, and a 
determination of the level of impact significance after mitigation measures have been implemented.  
Numerous impacts are identified as less-than-significant with no mitigation required.  Many of the 
identified impacts identified for this proposed Project were previously identified in the 1999 PEIR.  As 
such, the mitigation measures included in the adopted PEIR Mitigation Monitoring and Reporting 
Program (MMRP) are restated where applicable in this SEIR.  New mitigation measures identified in the 
SEIR are called out in the table. 

The key summary points regarding project impacts are: 

• As previously described in the PEIR, the proposed Project would result in significant unavoidable 
impacts in Air Quality during construction (Impact 3.2-1), Air Quality during operation (Impact 
3.2-2) and Noise during construction (Impact3.7-2), as well as cumulative effects in both these 
areas of air quality and noise. 

• The proposed Project would also have a significant unavoidable impact on Traffic during 
construction (Impact 3.8-1) due to the quantity of soils that must be hauled from the site for 
disposal/reuse.  This was not identified as a significant unavoidable impact in the PEIR. 

• The visual impacts of the new trickling filters at Plant No 2. were analyzed including the 
preparation of visual simulations (Impact 3.1-1) and found to be less-than-significant with 
mitigation.   

• Mitigation measures previously adopted by OCSD as part of the PEIR address most of the 
impacts identified for the proposed Project.  Additional mitigation measures were identified in 
this SEIR for Visual effects (Impact 3.1-1), Air Quality impacts during construction 
(Impact 3.2-1), Odor impacts during construction (Impact 3.2-3), Hazardous Soils Impact (Impact 
3.4-3), and Operation Noise (Impact 3.7-1). 
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• The proposed Project does not alter the growth-inducement potential analysis presented in the 
PEIR. 
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