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 TABLE 11.1 
 
 SEWERAGE COLLECTION SYSTEMS WITHIN EACH TREATMENT PLANT SERVICE AREA, 
 SAN MATEO COUNTY 
 
 
  SERVES 
  UNINCORPORATED COUNTY 
TREATMENT PLANT OPERATOR COLLECTION SYSTEM OPERATOR AREA DISTRICT 
 
North San Mateo County Sanitation District City of Daly City X 
 Town of Colma 
 Westborough County Water District 
 
City of Pacifica City of Pacifica 
 
Sewer Authority Mid-Coast City of Half Moon Bay 
 Montara Sanitary District X 
 Granada Sanitary District X 
 
City of San Francisco-Southeast Treatment City of Brisbane 
   Plant Bayshore Sanitary District 
 Guadalupe Valley Municipal Improvement 
  District X 
 
South San Francisco-San Bruno City of South San Francisco X 
 City of San Bruno 
 
Airports Commission, City and County of San Francisco International Airport X 
   San Francisco 
 
City of Millbrae City of Millbrae 
 
City of Burlingame City of Burlingame 
  Burlingame Hills Sewer Maintenance 
   District X X 
 Town of Hillsborough (part) 
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 TABLE 11.1 (continued) 
 
 SEWERAGE COLLECTION SYSTEMS WITHIN EACH TREATMENT PLANT SERVICE AREA, 
 SAN MATEO COUNTY 
 
 
  SERVES 
  UNINCORPORATED  COUNTY 
TREATMENT PLANT OPERATOR COLLECTION SYSTEM OPERATOR AREA DISTRICT 
 
City of San Mateo-Estero Municipal Town of Hillsborough (part) 
   Improvement District City of San Mateo 
  Crystal Springs County Sanitation 
   District X X 
 Estero Municipal Improvement District 
 
South Bayside System Authority City of Belmont 
 City of San Carlos 
  Harbor Industrial Sewer Maintenance 
   District X X 
  Scenic Heights County Sanitation 
   District X X 
  Devonshire County Sanitation District X X 
 City of Redwood City 
  Emerald Lake Heights Sewer Main- 
   tenance District X X 
  Fair Oaks Sewer Maintenance District X X 
  Kensington Square Sewer Maintenance 
   District X X 
  Oak Knoll Sewer Maintenance District X X 
 West Bay Sanitary District X 
 
City of Palo Alto East Palo Alto Sanitary District 
 
 
Source:  San Mateo County Planning Division. 
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 TABLE 11.2 
 
 SUMMARY OF WASTEWATER TREATMENT FACILITIES SERVING SAN MATEO COUNTY 
 
 
 TREATMENT 
TREATMENT FACILITY LEVEL DESIGN FLOW1 AVERAGE FLOW1 OUTFALL LOCATION 
 
North San Mateo County Sanitation 
 District Secondary  8.0 mgd  7.6 mgd Pacific Ocean 
 
City of Pacifica Secondary  3.3 mgd  2.5 mgd Pacific Ocean 
 
Sewer Authority Mid-Coast Secondary  2.0 mgd  1.3 mgd Pacific Ocean 
 
City of San Francisco Southeast 
 Plant Secondary 85.0 mgd 74.0 mgd San Francisco Bay 
 
Cities of South San Francisco 
 and San Bruno Secondary 13.0 mgd  8.2 mgd San Francisco Bay 
 
San Francisco Airport 
 Sewage Treatment Secondary  2.2 mgd   .9 mgd San Francisco Bay 
 Industrial Secondary  1.2 mgd   .8 mgd San Francisco Bay 
 
City of Millbrae Secondary  3.0 mgd  2.0 mgd San Francisco Bay 
 
City of Burlingame Secondary  4.7 mgd  3.3 mgd San Francisco Bay 
 
City of San Mateo/Estero Municipal 
 Improvement District Advanced 13.6 mgd 10.8 mgd San Francisco Bay 
 
South Bayside System Authority Advanced 24.0 mgd 18.0 mgd San Francisco Bay 
 
City of Palo Alto Advanced 30.6 mgd 24.0 mgd San Francisco Bay 
 
 
Notes: 1. Dry weather flows, in million gallons per day. 
 
Source: San Mateo County Planning Division. 
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  causing untreated wastewater to be discharged into the receiving 
waters.  Another factor influencing wastewater treatment is the type 
of land use generating the wastewater.  Typically, certain heavy 
commercial or industrial uses create wastes that require more exten-
sive treatment than residential uses.  Other factors include water 
conservation practices and water requirements peculiar to certain 
land uses. 

 
3. Sewage Treatment Demand in Unincorporated Areas 
 
 Because most wastewater systems serve more than one collection district, 

the availability of treatment plant capacity is normally allocated by 
agreement between the constituent districts and the treatment facility.  
Plant capacity and district allocation agreements are based on population 
and land use projections for the service districts.  The treatment plant 
authority serving unincorporated communities in San Mateo County, the 
potential development of these areas, and the availability of sewage 
capacity are described below and summarized in Table 11.3. 

 
 a. North San Mateo County Sanitation District (NSMCSD) 
 
  The North San Mateo County Sanitation District Treatment Plant serves 

the unincorporated neighborhoods of Broadmoor and Colma.  NSMCSD 
provides service primarily to residential users; contributions from 
commercial and industrial facilities are minor.  The wastewater is 
given secondary treatment and discharged into the Pacific Ocean.  
Wastewater solids are transported off-site for land disposal. 

 
  Wastewater generated by Broadmoor and Colma users is collected by 

the NSMCSD collection system.  Potential development in the unincor-
porated area served by this plant is very limited. Presently, treat-
ment capacity is very limited at this plant and is allocated on a 
first-come, first-served basis. 

 
 b. Sewer Authority Mid-Coast (SAM) 
 
  The SAM treatment plant serves the unincorporated communities of 

Montara, Moss Beach and El Granada, as well as the City of Half Moon 
Bay.  SAM users are primarily residential with minor commercial and 
industrial contributors.  Wastewater is collected by one of three 
collection systems and conveyed to Half Moon Bay for secondary treat-
ment and disposal.  Each collection district served by SAM has been 
allocated a fixed amount of the plant's treatment capability.  In 
addition, each district is required to reserve some treatment capac-
ity for land uses given priority by the Coastal Act and the Local 
Coastal Program.  Over 3,600 additional residential units can be 
developed in the unincorporated portions of SAM's service area, as 
well as some additional commercial and industrial development.  
However, capacity to serve all of this potential development is not 
presently available. 
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TABLE 11.3 
 

AVAILABILITY OF SEWAGE TREATMENT CAPACITY FOR FUTURE DEVELOPMENT OF 
UNINCORPORATED AREAS, SAN MATEO COUNTY 

 
 
  POTENTIAL DEVELOPMENT1 

TREATMENT PLANT UNINCORPORATED AREA 
RESIDENTIAL 
(Dwelling Units) 

COMMERCIAL 
(Acres) 

INDUSTRIAL 
(Acres) 

AVAILABILITY OF 
SEWERAGE TREATMENT
CAPACITY2 

        
North San Mateo County  
  Sanitation District 

Broadmoor 
Colma 

Neg.
20 

 -- 
-- 

 
 

--
3 

 L 
L 

         

Sewer Authority Mid-Coast Montara-Moss Beach- 
  El Granada 3,650 

  
12 

 
 12 

  
L 

         

City of San Francisco-  
  Southeast Treatment Plant 

Guadalupe Valley --  --  240  A 

         

Cities of South San Francisco  
  and San Bruno 

McLellan Nursery  
Country Club Park 

--
Neg. 

 -- 
-- 

 
 

--
-- 

 A 
A 

         

Airports Commission - City and 
  County of San Francisco 

San Francisco 
  International Airport -- 

  
-- 

 
 260 

  
A 

         

City of Burlingame Burlingame Hills Neg.  --  --  A 

         

City of San Mateo Highlands/Baywood Park 100  --  --  A 

         

South Bayside System Authority Harbor Industrial Park 
Emerald Lake Hills 

--
800 

 -- 
-- 

 
 

Neg.
-- 

 L 
F 
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TABLE 11.3 (continued) 
 

AVAILABILITY OF SEWAGE TREATMENT CAPACITY FOR FUTURE DEVELOPMENT OF 
UNINCORPORATED AREAS, SAN MATEO COUNTY 

 
 
  POTENTIAL DEVELOPMENT1 

TREATMENT PLANT UNINCORPORATED AREA 
RESIDENTIAL 
(Dwelling Units) 

COMMERCIAL 
(Acres) 

INDUSTRIAL 
(Acres) 

AVAILABILITY OF 
SEWERAGE TREATMENT
CAPACITY2 

        
South Bayside System Authority 
  (continued) 

 
Palomar Park 40 

  
-- 

 
-- 

  
L 

 Devonshire 120  --  --  L 

 Sequoia Tract Neg.  --  --  L 

 North Fair Oaks Neg.  --  --  L 

 Kensington Neg.  --  --  L 

 West Menlo Park 10  --  --  L 

 Ladera Neg.  --  --  L 

 Menlo Oaks 10  --  --  L 

 Weekend Acres 10  --  --  L 
         

 
 
Notes: 1. Development potential is based on existing zoning of buildable vacant parcels.  Scattered individual parcels not 

included.  Sources include San Mateo County Housing Element (1982), A Little About Lots (Lewis and Knox, 1982), area 
plans, and data on file in the Planning Department offices. 

   
 2. Code for availability of sewerage capacity: 
   
   A = Capacity available. 
   F = Sewerage system under development. 
   L = Capacity limited. 
      
Source: San Mateo County Planning Division. 
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 c. San Francisco Southeast Plant 
 
  The San Francisco Southeast Treatment Plant is expected to treat 

wastewater from the unincorporated portion of the Guadalupe Valley, 
south of the Crocker Industrial Park and west of the City of 
Brisbane.  This area contains approximately 240 acres zoned for 
industrial use and is expected to be annexed to Brisbane when it 
becomes developed.  Adequate plant capacity to serve this area is 
presently available. 

 
 d. South San Francisco-San Bruno 
 
  The South San Francisco-San Bruno Water Quality Control Plant 

provides service to portions of the unincorporated neighborhood 
of Country Club Park and other unincorporated pockets.  The plant 
provides secondary treatment, discharges to San Francisco Bay, and 
contracts with a private sludge composting operation for sludge 
removal.  Wastewater generated in unincorporated areas is collected 
by the municipal collection system.  A small amount of infill devel-
opment is possible in the unincorporated areas served by this plant, 
and adequate treatment capacity is available for these areas. 

 
 e. Burlingame 
 
  The Burlingame Hills unincorporated area obtains its wastewater 

treatment service from the Burlingame Municipal Wastewater Utility.  
Wastewater is given secondary treatment at the Burlingame plant and 
transferred to South San Francisco where it is discharged through an 
outfall that also serves South San Francisco-San Bruno, Millbrae, the 
San Francisco International Airport and the Merck Chemical Company.  
Sludge is dewatered and transported to a sanitary landfill for 
disposal.  Under the terms of a 1975 agreement between the City of 
Burlingame and the County-administered Burlingame Hills Sewer Main-
tenance District, the City authorized the District to dispose of its 
sewage into the City's collection system and treatment plant.  The 
District maintains all sanitary sewerage facilities within its 
boundaries.  A negligible amount of infill development is possible in 
this area.  Adequate sewerage capacity is available for this 
development. 

 
 f. San Mateo-Foster City 
 
  Wastewater generated in the unincorporated neighborhoods of San 

Mateo Highlands and Baywood Park is collected by the County-operated 
Crystal Springs County Sanitation District and transported to the 
San Mateo-Foster City plant for treatment.  The land use composition 
of the service area is essentially residential and commercial with 
few industrial contributors.  The San Mateo-Foster City plant 
provides advanced treatment.  Some of the effluent is reclaimed and 
used for landscape irrigation at Coyote Point County Park.  The 
residual sludge is burned and disposed at a sanitary landfill.  The  
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  plant has adequate capacity to accommodate the additional residen-
tial development that is possible in the unincorporated Highlands/ 
Baywood Park area. 

 
 g. South Bayside System Authority (SBSA) 
 
  The SBSA treatment plant serves seven County districts that provide 

collection systems for the unincorporated neighborhoods of Palomar 
Park, Devonshire, North Fair Oaks, Kensington, West Menlo Park, 
Ladera, Emerald Lake Hills, Menlo Oaks, Weekend Acres and the Harbor 
Industrial Area.  Wastewater flowing through SBSA is given advanced 
treatment before being discharged into San Francisco Bay.  Residual 
sludge is dewatered and transported off site for disposal.  The 
majority of the SBSA service area is residential and commercial, 
with a number of industrial uses concentrated along the U.S. 101 
corridor.  Industrial dischargers are subject to permit and pre-
treatment requirements. 

 
  The County operated collection districts that empty into SBSA 

contract with one of the four plant owners with capacity rights (see 
Table 11.1).  The Emerald Lake Heights Sewer Maintenance District, 
for example, has purchased a fixed amount of capacity from Redwood 
City.  The Devonshire County Sanitation District has an agreement 
with the City of San Carlos.  Sewer connections within the original 
district are permitted automatically.  Connections for undeveloped 
lots outside the district must first obtain approval from the City 
of San Carlos. 

 
  Recently, SBSA embarked on a locally-funded expansion program which 

will add capacity to treat another 2 million gallons of wastewater 
per day.  This expansion should ease current limitations of treat-
ment capacity allocated to unincorporated areas.  However, arrange-
ments for distributing the costs of this additional capacity are 
still under discussion. 

 
B. INVENTORY OF RURAL TREATMENT SYSTEMS 
 
1. On-Site Wastewater Systems 
 
 On-site wastewater systems provide treatment and disposal of domestic 

wastes on individual sites.  There are three basic types of treatment 
systems:  septic tanks, biological treatment units and chemical treat-
ment units.  A treatment system is usually used in combination with a 
soil absorption field.  Types of soil absorption fields include drain-
fields, seepage pits, leaching chambers, absorption mounds and evapo-
transpiration beds.  The predominant type of wastewater system used in 
the rural communities of San Mateo County is the septic tank and dual 
drainfield. 
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2. Description of the Septic Tank and Dual Drainfield System 
 
 The septic tank and dual drainfield is an underground system which uses 

gravity to transport household wastes from the home through pipes to an 
underground septic tank.  In the septic tank, bacteria in the sewerage 
breaks down the organic matter and separates the wastes.  Solids settle 
at the bottom of the tank, scum and grease rise to the top, and a layer 
of cleaner wastewater or clarified effluent is left in between.  This 
effluent then flows through a main subsurface pipe to a diversion valve 
which directs the effluent to alternating drainfields via perforated 
distribution lines.  These drainfields, composed of trenches filled with 
coarse gravel, permeable building paper and soil act to absorb the 
effluent.  The bacteria in the soil then breaks down the organic 
material and recycles the nutrients.  Each drainfield is alternated 
every 6-12 months to allow the soils to recover their infiltrative 
capacity. 

 
3. Causes of Septic System Malfunction and Failure 
 
 Water quality problems and public health hazards result from the mal-

function and failure of on-site wastewater systems.  If effluent har-
boring disease-causing organisms either surfaces or reaches groundwater 
used for human consumption, typhoid, hepatitis and other gastroin-
testinal illnesses may result.  Common reasons for septic system failure 
are unfavorable site conditions, inadequate design and planning, poor 
maintenance practices, the age of the system, and the materials used to 
construct the system. 

 
 a. Unfavorable Soil Conditions for Septic Systems 
 
  The infiltrative capacity of the soil has the greatest effect on the 

efficiency of the septic system.  If the drainfield is constructed 
on soils which are too thin, dense or wet, soil penetration will be 
difficult and wastewater will divert back to the surface.  When 
effluent is unable to percolate down through the soil mantle, wet 
and/or lush grassy areas in the leachfield area emerge. 

 
  Drainfields constructed on soils which are too porous or slopes 

which are too steep cause wastewater to run too fast to be purified.  
Effluent draining from slopes often surfaces at the base of the 
slope in what appear to be "springs." 

 
 b. Inadequate Design of Septic Systems 
 
  If the drainage of a septic tank drainfield is to function properly, 

it must be designed specific to the conditions of the site and to 
allow for the largest potential flow.  Both the infiltrative capac-
ity of the soil and the number of bedrooms in the home determine the 
size of the trenches needed for the drainfield(s).  If the trenches 
are undersized, the soil mantle will not accept the wastewater, and 
the system will overflow creating wet, foul-smelling areas and 
generally unhealthy conditions. 
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  Even proper planning, however, does not guarantee the continuous 
operation of the system.  Soil that is constantly inundated with 
effluent can lose its infiltrative capacity as solids and biological 
growths clog up the soil pores, gradually reducing the efficiency of 
the system. 

 
 c. Improper Location of Septic Systems 
 
  The horizontal movement of wastewater through soils is also a poten-

tial problem involved in the drainage of septic tank drainfields.  
Once wastewater reaches the groundwater table, the flow shifts 
laterally.  If a septic system is located too close to surface water 
sources such as wells, streams, reservoirs and drainageways, there 
is potential for the wastewater to infiltrate and contaminate the 
water source. 

 
 d. Poor Maintenance Practices 
 
  Homeowners have traditionally maintained and operated their own 

septic systems.  Septic system maintenance, however, has been 
generally inadequate, as most homeowners are not concerned with the 
efficiency of their systems until they fail.  The most common cause 
for failure is the carryover of settled solids and scum into the 
drainfield area.  This results from inadequate pumping of the septic 
tank, which is needed every 3 to 5 years to remove the accumulated 
sludge.  Obstructed drainfield lines can slow wastewater drainage 
from household fixtures and cause odor problems in the drainfield 
area. 

 
4. Unincorporated Areas of San Mateo County Using Septic Systems 
 
 Many of the homes in San Mateo County which are currently using septic 

systems were initially built as summer or recreation homes and conse-
quently have systems which were not designed to accommodate year-round 
live-in families.  Most of these systems predate the enactment of the 
1969 County regulations governing the approval of individual disposal 
systems and have undersized septic tanks, inadequate area for expansion 
and undersized, crowded drainfields.  Unincorporated areas using septic 
systems are listed in Table 11.4.  General area characteristics which 
have contributed to septic system failure will be discussed for the 
Bayside, Skyline Area and Coastal Zone. 

 
 a. Bayside 
 
  The unincorporated areas of the urban Bayside currently using septic 

systems are Country Club Park, Palomar Park and parts of Emerald 
Lake Hills.  Many of the systems in these areas are failing because 
they were constructed on small irregular sized lots on rocky hill-
sides or streambeds.  Problems which have appeared include wet areas 
and "springs" discharging down slope.  These create health hazards 
and degrade wildlife habitat.  In 1978, the Emerald Lake Hills 
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 TABLE 11.4 
 
 UNINCORPORATED AREAS USING SEPTIC SYSTEMS 
 
 
 AREA  COMMENTS 
 
 
Country Club Park Approximately half the homes are on 

septic tanks 
 
Palomar Park Almost entirely on septic tanks 
 
Emerald Lake Hills Area being sewered; 35 exemptions have 

been filed 
 
Los Trancos Woods/Vista Verde Entirely on septic tanks 
 
Skyline Area Entirely on septic tanks 
 
Mid-Coast Less than 10% of homes are on septic 

tanks 
 
South Coast Entirely on septic tanks 
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  Management Study was conducted in order to analyze septic tank 
problems in the Emerald Lake Hills area.  A survey of the area 
revealed 154 system failures with 63 properties having inadequate 
land area to properly correct the failure.  An additional 53 systems 
were considered to be potential problems.  The study recommended 
construction of a sewer collection system for the area (presently 
under construction). 

 
 b. Skyline Area 
 
  Septic tanks are used exclusively in the unincorporated Skyline 

area.  The Skylonda area has experienced problems of septic system 
contamination of its storage reservoir west of Skyline Boulevard.  
Concern over the proliferation of septic systems in subdivided areas 
such as Skylonda was a major reason for the downzoning action taken 
by the Board of Supervisors to implement the Skyline Area General 
Plan Amendment in 1983. 

 
  The unincorporated areas of Los Trancos Woods, Vista Verde and the 

Town of Portola Valley have also experienced septic tank problems.  
The On-site Wastewater Study conducted in 1982 reported that up to 
one third of 1,200 homes on septic systems studied in these areas 
have suspected problems due to natural soil limitations and poor 
maintenance.  The study proposed the upgrading and expansion of 
existing systems, a community management program and the use of 
alternative systems where upgrading of systems would not be helpful 
due to physical constraints.  No action has followed this study, 
however, due to citizen opposition. 

 
 c. Coastal Zone 
 
  The unincorporated areas of the Coastside which use septic systems 

include the entire South Coast and portions of the Mid-Coast.  Most 
of the South Coast region has natural soil limitations which contri-
bute to the malfunction of septic systems.  In the Pescadero area, 
a high water table, heavy clay soils and dilapidated septic tank 
systems have all contributed to the contamination of the groundwater 
table.  It is estimated that 60% of the tested wells are contami-
nated with nitrate and coliform in excess of public health 
standards. 



WASTEWATER EXISTING PLANS 
 
 

 
 11.19 

III. EXISTING PLANS, POLICIES, AND REGULATIONS AFFECTING WASTEWATER 
 
A. FEDERAL 
 
1. Agencies 
 
 a. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 
 
  The Environmental Protection Agency, formed in 1970, establishes 

programs and policies addressing environmental matters such as water 
quality, air quality, and solid waste.  Regional offices are dele-
gated major responsibility for implementing and enforcing standards, 
conducting monitoring and surveillance programs and providing tech-
nical and financial assistance to State and local governments. 

 
 b. United States Public Health Service (USPHS) 
 
  An agency of the U.S. Department of the Health, Education, and 

Welfare, the Public Health Service has formulated the Manual of 
Septic Tank Practice (1957), which is used as a design guide for 
septic tank systems. 

 
2. Legislation 
 
 a. National Environmental Policy Act (1969) 
 
  The National Environmental Policy Act established the Council on 

Environmental Quality and requires all Federal agencies to analyze 
the environmental impacts of major actions, consider alternatives, 
identify mitigation measures, and make this information public in 
order to protect, maintain, and enhance environmental quality. 

 
 b. Federal Water Pollution Control Act Amendments (1972)/Clean Water Act 

(1977) 
 
  The Federal Water Pollution Control Act Amendments of 1972 provide 

Federal and State governments authority to regulate the quality of 
wastewater discharged into receiving waters.  The Act prohibits 
discharges into waters of the U.S. without a permit.  It also pro-
vides for Federal grants for the construction of sewage treatment 
plants and for wastewater management planning.  The construction 
grants cover 75% of the eligible costs of the facility.  The balance 
is provided by State and local governments.  Federal funds cannot be 
used to finance capacity needed for future growth.  This act was 
renewed in 1977 as the Clean Water Act, and again in 1981.  Federal 
funding authority for sewerage improvements will expire in September 
1985.  The type and amount of Federal assistance for sewerage 
improvements beyond that date is uncertain. 
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 c. Resource Conservation and Recovery Act (1976) 
 
  The Resource Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA) brought sludge 

management under the definition of the Federal Solid Waste Manage-
ment Law.  RCRA set forth criteria to improve land application of 
wastewater sludge and established guidelines to be used by landfill 
operators and wastewater agencies concerning disposal requirements.  
An objective of RCRA is to eliminate the application of sludge to 
agricultural lands by 1986. 

 
B. STATE 
 
1. Agencies 
 
 a. State Water Resources Control Board (SWRCB) 
 
  The State Water Resources Control Board establishes overall policy 

and direction for the State's water quality and water rights 
programs and for the nine regional water quality control boards.  
SWRCB also undertakes planning efforts mandated by State and Federal 
law.  Together with regional boards, SWRCB administers State and 
Federal grant programs for wastewater facility construction, issues 
certificates and licenses governing water quality control, regulates 
waste discharges, and enforces water quality standards.  SWRCB also 
established the Office of Water Recycling which administers reclama-
tion projects in the Clean Water Grants Program and assists local 
agencies and industry with the implementation of water reclamation 
projects. 

 
  (1) Policy for Water Quality Control 
 
   The State policy for water quality control provides that 

secondary wastewater treatment be the minimum acceptable level 
of treatment and contains twelve general principals that imple-
ment the provisions and intent of the Porter-Cologne Act. 

 
  (2) Clean Water Grant Program 
 
   The Clean Water Grant Program is administered by the State 

Water Resources Control Board and is one of California's 
largest public works programs.  It provides communities with 
guidance and funding for constructing adequate wastewater 
treatment facilities in order to clean up pollution caused by 
municipal waste dischargers. 

 
  (3) Ocean Plan (1972) 
 
   The Ocean Plan was adopted in 1972 by the State Water Resources 

Control Board.  The plan establishes beneficial uses and water 
quality objectives for waters of the Pacific Ocean adjacent to 
the California and controls waste discharges into the ocean by 
setting requirements for the design, operation and discharge of 
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   systems.  The plan directs the State Board to designate areas of 
special biological significance, which are assured protection 
against waste discharges. 

 
  (4) Thermal Plan (1972) 
 
   Adopted in 1972 by the State Water Resources Control Board, the 

thermal plan provides for the control of temperature in coastal 
and interstate waters and enclosed bays and estuaries.  The plan 
sets forth water quality objectives, effluent quality limits, 
and discharge prohibitions related to the temperature of 
interstate waters and waste discharges. 

 
  (5) State Water Reclamation Program 
 
   In 1977 the State Water Resources Control Board added guidelines 

to the Clean Water Grants Program to give greater emphasis to 
reclamation projects and suggested water rights legislation to 
encourage reclamation projects by ensuring that water rights 
holders would not lose their priority to freshwater resources. 

 
 b. Department of Health (DOH) 
 
  The Department of Health (DOH) establishes criteria for reclaimed 

wastewater use and is the advisory agent to county health departments 
regarding administration and regulation of individual wastewater 
systems. 

 
 c. Department of Housing and Community Development (HCD) 
 
  The Department of Housing and Community Development (HCD) writes and 

administers State Housing Codes which cover sanitary facilities 
within a dwelling.  The department is also responsible for estab-
lishing and implementing a rural facilities technical assistance 
program. 

 
2. Legislation 
 
 a. Porter-Cologne Water Quality Control Act (1969) 
 
  The Porter-Cologne Water Quality Control Act established the State 

and regional water quality control boards, directed the State Board 
to formulate and adopt a State policy for water quality control and 
directed regional boards to adopt and enforce water quality control 
plans. 

 
 b. Clean Water Bond Laws (1970, 1974, 1978) 
 
  Periodically, the State has passed legislation, authorizing the 

issuance of bonds to provide funds for the State share of the costs 
of planning, designing, and constructing municipal sewage treatment 
facilities.  Such laws were passed in 1970, 1974, and 1978. 
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 c. Senate Bill 430 (1977) 
 
  This bill, which was passed by the Legislature in 1977 and codified 

as Section 6950 of the California Health and Safety Code, empowers 
existing wastewater management agencies such as cities or special 
districts to form on-site wastewater disposal zones.  Within these 
zones, the agencies may levy an assessment and acquire, construct, 
inspect and maintain septic systems.  Establishment of a zone is 
subject to a public hearing and may be formed by resolution of the 
agency or by referendum. 

 
 d. Assembly Bill 1604 (1983) 
 
  Passed in 1983 by the State Legislature, this bill established the 

Rural Community Facilities Technical Assistance Program (Section 6127 
of the California Health and Safety Code), which provides funding and 
technical assistance for small rural and low income communities for 
the development of public water and wastewater systems. 

 
C. REGIONAL 
 
1. Agencies 
 
 a. Association of Bay Area Governments (ABAG) 
 
  The Association of Bay Area Governments (ABAG) is a voluntary 

regional association of local governments, which conducts comprehen-
sive regional planning.  ABAG has prepared a Federally mandated 
Environmental Management Plan for the nine Bay Area counties, which 
includes a water quality management plan. 

 
 b. The San Francisco Bay Regional Water Quality Control Board 
 
  In concert with the State Board, each regional quality control board 

has prepared a plan for the control of the quality of waters within 
its boundaries.  In addition to its planning functions, the Regional 
Board is responsible for issuing individual waste discharge require-
ments insuring compliance with applicable effluent standards.  The 
Regional Water Quality Control Board also provides guidelines for on-
site wastewater disposal. 

 
2. Plans and Policies 
 
 a. Environmental Management Plan (EMP) 
 
  The Environmental Management Plan (EMP) was prepared in 1979 by ABAG 

with the assistance of the Regional Water Quality Control Board and 
local agencies.  The Water Quality Management Plan of the EMP 
contains policies which address water quality problems in the Bay 
Area.  Policies address the receiving water and health of the 
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  ecosystem, municipal and industrial point sources of wastewater 
discharge, surface runoff pollution control activities, and miscel-
laneous pollution sources such as septic tanks, vessel wastes and 
chemicals spills. 

 
 b. Water Quality Control Plan for the San Francisco Bay Basin (RWRCB) 
 
  The Water Quality Management Plan for San Francisco Bay Basin is a 

comprehensive program directed at solving water quality problems in 
the Basin.  The program provides for the upgrading of wastewater 
treatment facilities, consolidation of facilities to reduce the 
number of dischargers, and discharge of effluent away from environ-
mentally sensitive waters. 

 
 c. Sewerage Facility Plans 
 
  Operators of treatment plants and collection systems are required to 

prepare plans for improvements to their facilities as a condition of 
receiving Federal and State grants.  Many such plans have been pre-
pared by sewerage agencies in San Mateo County. 

 
D. COUNTY 
 
1. General Plan Policies 
 
 a. Conservation and Open Space Element (1973) 
 
  Policies in the San Mateo County Conservation and Open Space Element 

require the County to take direct actions to protect and preserve 
natural resources.  Policies related to wastewater encourage the use 
of reclaimed wastewater as a supplemental source of water for non-
consumptive use such as groundwater recharge or irrigation.  Addi-
tional policies are directed at maintaining the quality of receiving 
waters. 

 
 b. Area Plans 
 
  (1) San Bruno Mountain General Plan Amendment (1976) 
 
   This amendment provides that wastewater generated from the 

Brisbane vicinity and Northeast Ridge be transmitted to the San 
Francisco Southeast sewer plant for treatment and for sewage 
from the South Slope area to be discharged to the South San 
Francisco-San Bruno treatment plant. 

 
  (2) Emerald Lake Hills Community Plan (1977) 
 
   This plan contains policies to guide the development of a 

wastewater management system to solve health problems caused by 
failing septic systems.  The plan calls for sewering of all new 
and existing homes. 
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  (3) Montara, Moss Beach, El Granada Community Plan (1978) 
 
   This plan developed policies which ensure preservation of prime 

agricultural and open space land.  Policies encourage the 
reduction of sanitary service boundaries to correspond to the 
limits of urban development and limit any further expansion of 
sanitary district capacity to conform with planned growth within 
the community. 

 
  (4) Local Coastal Program (1980) 
 
   Policies concerning wastewater in the Coastal Zone are addressed 

in three components of the Local Coastal Program, the Locating 
and Planning New Development Component, the Public Works 
Component and the Housing Component. 

 
   The Locating and Planning New Development Component contains 

policies which direct new development to existing urban areas 
and rural service centers in order to maximize the use of 
existing public services and facilities.  Housing development is 
limited to 125 building permits per year in the Mid-Coast. 

 
   Policies in the Public Works Component require a coastal devel-

opment permit for construction of any public works facility and 
set aside capacity for coastal dependent land uses, including 
public services, basic industries, public recreation and visitor 
serving land uses.  The Public Works Component also establishes 
the capacities and service areas of public works facilities.  
Construction is to be phased, with the first phase limited to 
the capacity needed for anticipated development during the next 
20 years or less. 

 
   Policies in the Housing Component allocate a certain percentage 

of the limited sewage treatment capacity to low/moderate income 
households. 

 
  (5) Skyline Area General Plan Amendment (1983) 
 
   Land use policies adopted in this general plan amendment 

primarily address the appropriate level of development for the 
subdivided areas, and reflect limitations in services, espe-
cially septic systems.  These policies increase minimum parcel 
sizes and call for the consolidation of lots that do not meet 
that minimum parcel size.  The larger parcel sizes are necessary 
to meet Office of Environmental Health requirements for adequate 
drainfield and expansion area for septic systems.  Previous 
experience has indicated that the percolation capacity of soils 
in the Skyline area was generally inadequate. 
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2. Other County Policies and Programs 
 
 a. Capital Improvement Program 
 
  The Capital Improvement Program is a five year program of the County 

Public Works Department, which is renewed annually.  The 1982-87 
Program calls for in-line video taping of existing wastewater facil-
ities in the nine sewer/sanitation districts in order to detect and 
replace deteriorated sections of sewer mains.  Subsequent capital 
improvements and maintenance costs are expected to be financed in 
part by an increase in sewer service changes.  Programs for indi-
vidual districts include installation of the Crystal Springs meter to 
monitor sewage flows out of the district, repair of deteriorated 
sections of the Canyon Road sewer, as needed, and completion of the 
Emerald Lake Hills sewer system. 

 
 b. Procedures for Implementing the California Environmental Quality Act 
 
  In December 1983, the Board of Supervisors adopted procedures for 

implementing the California Environmental Quality Act.  This Act 
requires public agencies to consider the environmental impacts of all 
proposed actions over which they have discretionary authority.  If 
impacts of a project are found to be significant, the act requires 
the preparation of an environmental impact report, which considers 
alternatives and specifies mitigation measures. 

 
3. County Ordinances 
 
 a. Subdivision Ordinance 
 
  The San Mateo County Subdivision Ordinance requires that sanitary 

sewers connected to sewage treatment facilities be provided to 
subdivisions containing five or more lots.  In addition, septic tanks 
and leaching systems may not be used where they might be detrimental 
to public interest. 

 
 b. Discharge of Wastes into Sanitary Sewerage Facilities 
 
  The San Mateo County Ordinance Code (Division IV, Chapter 6) enables 

the County to comply with certain State requirements by establishing 
uniform requirements for dischargers into the wastewater collection 
and treatment systems used jointly with other public agencies and 
entities. 

 
 c. Individual Sewage Disposal Systems 
 
  The San Mateo County Ordinance Code (Division VII, Chapter 6) 

addresses individual sewage disposal systems and chemical toilets.  
The regulations establish definitions, outline permit requirements 
and set forth requirements for sitting, type and manner of construc-
tion and installation of individual sewage disposal systems.  Design 
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  of the septic tank is required to conform to the standards outlined 
in the Manual of Septic Tank Practice of the U.S. Department of 
Health, Education and Welfare. 

 
 d. Maintenance of Individual Disposal Systems 
 
  The San Mateo County Ordinance Code (Division IV, Part Two, Chapter 

9, adopted in 1981) provides for the maintenance of individual sewage 
disposal systems.  The ordinance prohibits ownership and/or operation 
of individual sewage disposal systems without a valid certificate of 
inspection.  The regulations provide for triennial inspection by the 
Office of Environmental Health to assure the proper functioning of 
the system, periodic pumping has occurred, and any required repairs 
have been made.  Following payment of a $50 renewal fee, a 
certificate of inspection is issued. 
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WASTEWATER ISSUES 
 
 
 
I. ADEQUACY OF WASTEWATER FACILITIES TO ACCOMMODATE DEMAND 
 
A. SEWERAGE SYSTEMS IN URBAN AREAS 
 
 Sewage treatment capacity for most of the urban areas of the County is 

limited or deficient.  Although most treatment plants have undergone 
improvements in recent years with the aid of Federal and State grants, 
capacity for future growth was not eligible for funding from these 
grants, and treatment plant operators have generally not constructed 
excess capacity to accommodate future growth. 

 
1. Bayside 
 
 In the unincorporated communities of the Bayside, potential growth (based 

on present zoning of vacant parcels) is limited to small developments and 
infill of scattered lots.  The majority of these areas are zoned for 
residential use.  Unincorporated areas with a substantial buildout 
potential include the Highlands (100 dwelling units), Devonshire (120 
dwelling units), and Emerald Lake Hills (800 dwelling units).  Although 
adequate treatment capacity appears to be available at the present time 
for the future growth of the unincorporated areas of the Bayside, 
arrangements for securing and financing this capacity have not been made. 

 
2. Coastside 
 
 In the unincorporated Mid-Coast area, development potential exceeds 

sewage treatment capacity.  The County's Local Coastal Program (LCP) 
calls for the phasing of public works improvements to correspond to 
the anticipated rate of urban development.  During Phase I, which is 
intended to accommodate development over a 20-year period, overall 
treatment capacity of the Sewer Authority Mid-Coast (SAM) plant is 
limited to 2 million gallons per day (mgd) and is allocated among the 
City of Half Moon Bay (1 mgd), Granada Sanitary District (0.6 mgd), and 
Montara Sanitary District (0.4 mgd).  This capacity can provide for as 
many as 2,200 additional dwelling units3 in the unincorporated area.  A 
portion of treatment plant capacity is also reserved for certain priority 
land uses, including coastal-dependent uses, visitor-serving uses, 
affordable housing, public recreation, public services, and basic 
industries.  Since the County's LCP permits approximately 3,600 units 
to be developed in the Mid-Coast, additional treatment capacity will 
ultimately be required for at least 1,400 dwelling units. 

 
B. SEPTIC SYSTEMS IN RURAL AREAS 
 
 On-site wastewater treatment and disposal systems (septic tanks and 

drainfields) are used in the rural areas of the South Coast, the Skyline 
area, La Honda/Loma Mar, and Los Trancos Woods/Vista Verde, as well as 
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 in a few urban areas (Palomar Park, Country Club Park, and portions of 
the Mid-Coast).  Due to the low density of development of these areas and 
the great expense of installing sewerage systems, it is expected that 
most of these areas will continue to rely on septic tanks in the future.  
(A major exception is Emerald Lake Hills, which is currently being 
sewered.) 

 
 When properly designed and maintained, septic tanks can provide adequate 

wastewater treatment and disposal in these low-density rural areas.  
(Proper design includes consideration of natural conditions of the site, 
area of the site, and design of the system itself.)  However, malfunc-
tions and failures will recur among many of the older septic systems, 
which are characterized by substandard design, improper sitting, poor 
materials, or site limitations. 

 
II. OPPORTUNITIES AND CONSTRAINTS IN THE PROVISION OF WASTEWATER FACILITIES 
 
A. URBAN AREAS 
 
1. Coordination of Sewerage Planning with Land Use Planning 
 
 The relationship of urban development to the availability of public 

improvements such as sewers and water supply has long been recognized.  
Yet the coordination of land use planning with the provision of public 
improvements has been minimal (with the exception of the Coastal Zone 
planning embodied in the County's LCP). 

 
 Case histories have shown that land use controls and public policy cannot 

limit development in areas where public services have been provided and 
regional pressure for development is strong.4  It is vital, therefore, to 
ensure that planning for sewerage collection and treatment facilities is 
consistent with land use planning, and that adequate but not excessive 
facilities are available to support the amount and timing of planned 
development. 

 
2. Regionalization of Sewerage Systems 
 
 Most of the sewerage systems in the County have been regionalized in 

recent years, as a result of Federal and State directives, with a treat-
ment plant typically serving several cities and unincorporated areas.  
Unincorporated areas usually discharge their sewage into city collection 
systems en route to the treatment plant.  While this arrangement results 
in improved water quality, economics of scale in treatment costs, and 
availability of sewerage service over a large area, regionalization could 
subordinate the County's interests to those of the cities.  Most 
treatment plants are operated by a joint powers agency made up of cities 
and special districts, which control the size of the plant and the 
allocation of capacity.  With limited treatment capacity available and 
many cities seeking new urban development, the County could find that 
sufficient capacity is not available when new development is proposed in 
unincorporated areas.  Since the cost of sewerage facilities supporting 
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 new growth is generally not grant fundable, the cost of expanding treat-
ment facilities must be borne by the developer or some local public 
entity.  If absorbed by the developer, these costs could drive up housing 
costs significantly.  If a local assessment district or other entity is 
formed, the homeowner must again foot the bill in the form of property 
taxes. 

 
3. Availability of Treatment Capacity in the Mid-Coast 
 
 Along the Bayside, treatment capacity may be available to serve the level 

of new development permitted by existing zoning in the unincorporated 
area provided financial arrangements are made.  On the Coastside, 
however, this is not the case.  Additional capacity will be required at 
the Sewer Authority Mid-Coast plant to serve the buildout of the unin-
corporated area, and equitable financial arrangements must be made for 
funding and allocating this expanded capacity. 

 
4. Storm Water Infiltration into Sewerage Systems 
 
 During periods of heavy rainfall, storm waters infiltrate into deterio-

rating sewerage collection systems in many urban areas of the County.5  
These storm waters may cause the flow to the treatment plants to exceed 
its treatment capacity, resulting in the direct discharge of untreated 
sewage into the Bay or Pacific Ocean.  This, in turn, causes degradation 
of water quality, impairment of habitats, and odor problems.  Federal and 
State funds are still available to correct infiltration/inflow problems, 
but continuation of this funding after September 1985 is in doubt. 

 
5. Collection Systems in Unincorporated Areas 
 
 Collection systems in nine districts serving unincorporated areas along 

the Bayside are administered by the County Department of Public Works.  
These systems provide service to Burlingame Hills, Highlands/Baywood 
Park, Harbor Industrial area, Emerald Lake Hills, Devonshire, North Fair 
Oaks, Oak Knoll, and Kensington Square. 

 
 These districts were formed primarily to provide a funding mechanism for 

construction, maintenance and repair of sewerage systems.  Since these 
districts are governed by the Board of Supervisors, they also provide the 
opportunity for the County to represent the interests of its residents in 
assuring the availability of adequate treatment capacity and in providing 
sewerage facilities that correspond to the needs of the land use plan. 

 
 Collection systems in unincorporated areas are up to 55 years in age 

and many are beginning to deteriorate, requiring replacement.  However, 
revenues in these districts have been inadequate to support major capital 
expenditures. 

 
 The County Department of Public Works' plans for improvements to these 

districts are documented in the Department's annual five-year Capital 
Improvement Program (CIP).  Although each project in the CIP must be  
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 authorized by the Board of Supervisors, the CIP serves as a guide for 
needed improvements.  Section 65401 of the California Government Code 
provides that an annual listing of proposed public works, such as the 
Capital Improvement Program, be submitted to the County Planning Commis-
sion for review as to conformity with the General Plan.  Such a review 
would provide a determination of the extent to which proposed public 
improvements reinforce the policies of the General Plan concerning loca-
tion and degree of development. 

 
6. Septic Systems in Urban Areas 
 
 In some urban unincorporated areas, septic systems are used extensively.  

This situation precludes most types of development other than low 
density, single-family houses.  In addition, when problems occur in these 
areas, such as surfacing of wastewater, they create public health 
concerns because of the proximity of more people than in rural areas, 
including children. 

 
B. RURAL AREAS 
 
1. Lot Size Requirements for Septic Systems 
 
 The availability of septic tank systems permits development to occur in 

rural or unsewered areas of the County.  However, the density and type of 
development is limited by the operational requirements of the septic 
system.  The need for an underground tank and a drainfield along with 
required separations from buildings, property lines, and wells means that 
only single-family homes on a lot of at least 13,000 square feet and 
small commercial developments can be accommodated by septic systems.  
Many existing lots in the unincorporated Skyline and Mid-Coast areas were 
subdivided in the early 1900's for vacation homes and are too small to 
accommodate septic tank systems.  Unless these lots are merged to form 
larger lots, they cannot be developed. 

 
2. Inadequacy of Older Septic Systems 
 
 Many of the older septic systems are inadequate to meet the demands 

placed upon them.  They are undersized, designed for smaller or vacation 
homes or were constructed with materials which are now deteriorating.  In 
some subdivided areas of the Coast or Skyline area, lots were formed 
which are on steep terrain, or on soils which are not sufficiently 
absorptive for septic systems. 

 
3. Maintenance Requirements 
 
 In addition to inadequate design, poor maintenance has been another major 

cause of septic tank failure.  Septic tanks must be pumped out every 
three to five years.  Septic tanks with dual drainfields must be switched 
periodically from one drainfield to the other.  Many homeowners, 
particularly newer residents, however, are not aware of the operation of 
a septic system.  Neglect usually results in clogging of drainage lines 
and surfacing of effluent. 
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4. Extension of Sewers to Rural Areas 
 
 The recent development of large-scale regional sewerage collection and 

treatment facilities raises the possibility of extending sewers to 
adjoining rural areas presently served by septic tanks.  However, exten-
sion of sewer lines to these areas would be very expensive and would 
create pressure for increased development in these areas at higher 
densities. 

 
III. EVALUATION OF EXISTING PLANS, POLICIES, AND REGULATIONS AFFECTING WASTE-

WATER 
 
A. URBAN AREAS 
 
1. Planning for Wastewater Treatment Systems 
 
 Most planning of improvements to wastewater facilities in urban areas is 

conducted by treatment plant operators under the auspices of Federal and 
State agencies.  Directives prescribe the content and scope of this 
planning process, and plans are reviewed by agency staff for compliance.  
The central objective of this planning is the protection of water 
quality.  The role of local governments is that of a reviewing agency.  
Thus the jurisdictions which control local land use decisions do not 
control the development of wastewater facilities (unless they are funded 
entirely with local funds).  Under these circumstances, it is necessary 
for local governments to be active partners in the planning process to 
ensure that their interests in land use planning are represented.  The 
Local Coastal Program attempted to relate sewerage planning with land use 
planning in the Coastal Zone by developing sewerage facilities in phases, 
corresponding to anticipated urban growth rates.  The relationship of 
sewerage planning to urban planning along the Bayside has been less 
formalized, however. 

 
2. Maintaining Existing Collection Systems 
 
 Funds for maintaining collection systems in the County-administered 

districts are derived primarily from sewerage service charges.  These 
charges range from $45 to $190 per year and are used for routine main-
tenance operations.  They do not provide sufficient revenues for capital 
improvements, which will be required as these systems age.  Since Federal 
and State grants are no longer available for collection systems, 
additional funds must be raised locally for the replacement of deterio-
rating collection systems. 

 
B. REGULATION OF SEPTIC SYSTEMS 
 
 Individual sewerage disposal systems are regulated by the County Office 

of Environmental Health.  Comprehensive regulations governing testing, 
design, location, and operation of septic systems were adopted in 1969 
and augmented in 1981 to require a triennial inspection by the County of 
new septic systems.  Since the adoption of the 1969 regulations, there 
have been no reported failures of septic systems constructed under these 
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 regulations.  The current regulations, therefore, appear to provide an 
adequate basis for designing, constructing, and maintaining new septic 
systems. 

 
 Most septic systems in the County, however, predate these regulations.  

In these areas malfunctions and failures continue, causing health 
problems and environmental degradation.  The County's involvement in such 
cases is limited to responding to problems once they have occurred.  
There is no public monitoring or preventative maintenance of existing 
pre-1981 septic systems. 

 
C. SUMMARY OF PROBLEMS 
 
 The major concerns related to sewerage systems in unincorporated urban 

areas are ensuring the availability of adequate capacity to serve the 
buildout of land use plans, maintaining, repairing, and upgrading 
collection systems, and phasing out septic tanks in urban areas.  In 
rural areas, the major concerns are with failure of older septic systems, 
the need for ongoing maintenance, and the limitations which septic 
systems impose on land use planning. 

 
IV. ALTERNATIVES 
 
 Wastewater alternatives can be generally classified as technical, insti-

tutional, and financial.  These will be described below for urban and 
rural areas.  In urban areas, technical and institutional alternatives 
have been largely resolved.  Financing additional capacity and collection 
system improvements are ongoing issues, however.  In rural areas, 
alternative technical, institutional, and financial arrangements could be 
applied to address problems related to existing septic systems. 

 
A. URBAN AREAS 
 
1. Technical 
 
 Technical alternatives in urban areas pertain to the level of treatment 

of wastewater and the size of the service area of a plant.  As a result 
of extensive study and analysis of alternatives during the 1960's and 
1970's, these issues have been largely resolved.  In order to protect 
water quality, wastewaters must receive at least secondary treatment and 
must be consolidated to reduce the number of dischargers.  In the South 
Bay, where the circulation of water is more sluggish, advanced wastewater 
treatment has been prescribed.  However, provision of sewers has not been 
universal in the urban areas of the County.  Many areas, primarily in the 
South Bayside hills and the Mid-Coast, still use on-site wastewater 
disposal systems.  Alternatives for these areas are:  (1) continue to 
rely on septic systems, (2) tie into regional sewerage systems or (3) 
install alternative wastewater systems. 
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2. Institutional 
 
 Institutional arrangements for the provision of wastewater facilities 

have also been consolidated as a result of recent wastewater planning.  
The most common technique has been the use of the joint powers agency.  
Under this arrangement, the traditional service providers, municipal 
governments and special districts, maintain collection systems while the 
joint powers agency, a partnership of its members, operates the treatment 
facility.  Other possible institutional approaches include:  (1) having 
one city or district provide treatment facilities and contract with other 
users; or (2) establishing a super district to provide all sewerage 
services within a service area and abolishing the smaller districts 
currently providing collection services. 

 
3. Financial 
 
 Financing the expansion of sewerage facilities is an ongoing issue.  

While the recent upgrading and expansion of treatment facilities has been 
subsidized by Federal and State grants, additional capacity to serve new 
development must be funded locally.  In addition, many collection systems 
require upgrading.  Alternative approaches for raising funds for these 
improvements include:  (1) assessment districts; (2) bonded indebtedness; 
(3) user charges; (4) development fees.  The most appropriate and 
acceptable approach for each service area must be determined locally. 

 
B. RURAL AREAS 
 
1. Technical 
 
 In rural areas, technical alternatives to septic systems include conven-

tional sewers and alternative wastewater systems.  Extension of sewer 
lines to serve development in rural areas would solve the wastewater 
problems of these areas.  However, the cost of such extensions would 
be prohibitive.  For example, the On-site Wastewater Management Study, 
covering portions of Portola Valley, Los Trancos Woods, and Vista Verde 
estimated an average capital cost of $13,500 per unit to extend sewers to 
these areas.  In addition, the presence of sewers in rural areas could 
stimulate further development that is not consistent with land use 
planning objectives. 

 
 Alternative wastewater systems for rural areas include variations of the 

septic tank system, mound systems, pressure systems, and community septic 
systems.  The Office of Environmental Health does not presently allow 
alternative wastewater systems although the office monitors new 
developments in this area and is open to the possibility of requesting an 
amendment to the County ordinance to permit proven alternative systems.  
This restriction effectively precludes clustering of housing units or 
higher densities in rural areas. 
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2. Institutional/Financial 
 
 Institutional alternatives for wastewater management in rural areas 

include:  (1) private management of on-site wastewater disposal systems 
(the existing situation); (2) public management of all on-site systems by 
the County Office of Environmental Health (this is currently being done 
for systems built in 1981 and later); and (3) public management by an on-
site wastewater disposal zone, as provided by Section 6950 of the 
California Health and Safety Code. 

 
 Public management would improve reliability of septic systems by assuring 

proper maintenance and by identifying and correcting problems as they 
develop.  However, public maintenance incurs costs, which are normally 
passed to the homeowner, and this usually creates public opposition to 
its implementation.  An on-site wastewater disposal zone could be 
financed by a tax assessment.  In addition, Federal and State grants, 
revenue bonds, and assessment bonds could be used to finance a 
construction project of the zone. 

 
 Experience in other counties has indicated a low level of voluntary com-

pliance in public maintenance programs.  In addition, San Mateo County 
does not have areas of concentrated septic tank failures, so this 
approach does not appear to be warranted. 
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WASTEWATER FOOTNOTES 
 
 
 
1 Biochemical oxygen demand is a standardized laboratory test used to measure 

the quantity of dissolved oxygen needed (and thereby removed from a body of 
water) to oxidize, or break down, organic matter, including wastes. 

 
2 City of San Francisco Southeast Treatment Plan and City of Palo Alto Water 

Quality Control Plant. 
 
3 The actual number of potential new units is dependent upon the amount 

of capacity taken by existing users and on the buildout allowed by the City 
of Half Moon Bay's Local Coastal Program. 

 
4 Council on Environmental Quality, The Growth Shapers, 1976. 
 
5 Tang Woo, San Francisco Bay Regional Water Quality Control Board, telephone 

conversation, June 13, 1984. 
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WASTEWATER APPENDIX 
 
 
 
 APPENDIX A - SUPPLEMENTAL BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
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APPENDIX A 
 

SUPPLEMENTAL BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
 
 
In response to requests by the San Mateo County Planning Commission on February 
20 and March 7, 1985, the following background data was added to the Wastewater 
Chapter. 
 
A. RELATIONSHIP TO LAND USE PLANNING 
 
 The relationship of planning for infrastructure systems with the process of 

urbanization has been the subject of several studies in recent years.  
These studies have documented that sizing of wastewater facilities has been 
a significant determinant in directing community growth. 

 
 Interceptor Sewers and Suburban Sprawl, prepared for the Council on 

Environmental Quality in 1974 by Urban Systems Research and Engineering, 
analyzed land use impacts of federally-financed interceptor sewer projects 
by conducting 52 case studies of areas across the country where interceptor 
sewers were constructed with excess capacity and where significant vacant 
land was available.  The study found that ". . . the availability of sewers 
is an incentive to development, and the routing, sizing and timing of new 
interceptor construction can be a valuable tool for guiding residential 
land use as part of a comprehensive master plan.  But in order for this to 
be effective, land use and sewer planning must be more carefully 
coordinated than they are at present."  One outcome of this study was a 
change in federal funding policy, limiting federal aid to capacity needed 
to serve present needs. 

 
 The Growth Shapers, prepared for the Council on Environmental Quality in 

1976, also documented the relationship between sewer construction and 
residential housing construction by studying Fairfax County, Virginia.  The 
County adopted a policy in the 1960's of clustering development in order to 
meet growth pressures while preserving open space.  However, this strategy 
was unsuccessful in the face of pressures for rezoning and the availability 
of a newly constructed regional sewerage system.  The study concluded that 
". . . sewers have a powerful effect on the location, pattern, and timing 
of single-family residential development. . .  Sewers are built expressly 
to handle an environmental problem--the disposal of community sanitary 
wastes. . . .  Ironically, by tending to attract extensive development, 
sewers may create several environmental problems in solving one." 

 
 In an article in the Office of Planning and Research Journal (July 1980) 

entitled "Public Works or Public Policy:  What Guides New Development in 
California?," Peter M. Detwiler commented that "time and time again, the 
availability of public facilities and services determine the location, 
timing, and intensity of private development."  He made several recommen-
dations that would strengthen the requirement that public works proposals 
be in conformance with local general plans. 
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B. UPDATE OR CORRECT BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
 
 1. Treatment Facilities 
 
  The discussion of treatment facilities on page 11.3 should be revised 

as follows:  Primary treatment removes most settleable and floatable 
solids from incoming wastewater.  Advanced wastewater treatment may 
entail a coagulation-sedimentation process to remove additional solids 
following primary and secondary treatment and to reduce the concentra-
tion of phosphate; an adsorption process to remove stubborn organic 
matter which persists in water after biological treatment; or an elec-
trodialysis process which uses electricity and a membrane to remove 
salts from an effluent. 

 
 2. Wet Weather Flows 
 
  On pages 11.5 and 11.10, the discussion of wet weather flows under 

paragraph d. Treatment Capacity should read as follows:  during heavy 
rains, treatment plants may receive more influent that during dry 
weather, affecting the efficient operation of the treatment plant. 

 
 3. Treatment Capacity of South Bayside System Authority 
 
  The discussion of the treatment capacity of the South Bayside System 

Authority plant (page 11.14) should indicate that the authority plans 
an expansion in treatment capacity of 6 million gallons per day (mgd) 
and has embarked on the first phase which will provide an additional 2 
mgd of capacity.  Agreement has been reached among the member agencies 
on the allocation of costs.  Table 11.3 on pages 11.11 and 11.12 should 
be revised to show that capacity for the unincorporated areas served by 
this plant will be available. 

 
 4. Land Application of Sludge 
 
  On page 11.20, the last sentence of paragraph c. Resource Conservation 

and Recovery Act (1976) is incorrect and should be deleted. 
 
 5. Clean Water Bond Laws 
 
  Paragraph 2.b on page 11.21 should indicate that a Clean Water Bond law 

was also passed in 1984. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




