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USIBWC CITIZENS FORUM 
November 5, 2020 
Webinar Meeting 

*Tentative Meeting Notes* 
 

Board Members in Attendance: 
Robert Karl Bradley 
Jill Galvez 
Jon Jacobson 
Thomas McAndrews 
Mitchell McKay 
Dante Pamintuan 
Mary Powell 
Matt Rich 
Alex Yakutis 
 
USIBWC Staff in Attendance: 
Jayne Harkins, Commissioner, USIBWC 
Daniel Avila, Principal Engineer of Operations and Maintenance 
Ramon Macias, Supervisory Civil Engineer 
Nic Chapa, Area Operations Manager, San Diego Field Office, USIBWC 
Sally Spener, U.S. Secretary 
Daniel Ramirez, IT Specialist, USIBWC 
Zenon Mora, Supervisory IT Specialist 
Wayne Belzer, Environmental Engineer, USIBWC 
Jennifer Pena, Chief Legal Counsel 
Lori Kuczmanski, Public Affairs Officer 
 
Members of the Public in Attendance:  
There were approximately 26 members of the public in attendance.  
 
Welcoming Remarks: 
At 5:30 pm, Nic Chapa convened the Citizens Forum meeting and called the meeting to order.   
 
Presentation #1 Improvements to Mexico’s Wastewater Pumping Infrastructure in the Tijuana 
River Basin: 
Speaker: Nic Chapa, Area Operations Manager, San Diego Field Office, USIBWC 
 
The pump station known as PB CILA diverts from the river when flow is 23 million gallons per 
day (mgd) (1000 liters per second [lps]) or less in the Tijuana River.   Diverts it into the Tijuana 
wastewater collection system.  He showed before and after photos of work on PB CILA. 
 
He showed a photo of the PB CILA intake in the main channel of the Tijuana River. There is 
usually a lot of trash there blocking the screen, resulting in transboundary flows because PB 
CILA cannot pump the water.  
 

https://ibwc.gov/Files/CF_SBIWTP_Improvements_ww_Pumping_Inf_TRB_110520.pdf
https://ibwc.gov/Files/CF_SBIWTP_Improvements_ww_Pumping_Inf_TRB_110520.pdf
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He showed a photo of the pumps themselves, describing their capacities.  Prior to the recent 
improvements, when river flow exceeds 23 mgd (1000 lps) the pumps are turned off to protect 
pumps from damage. When this happens, flow comes to the US. 
He described the composition of the flow into the US, including effluent from the Tijuana 
treatment plants, urban wastewater runoff, and stormwater.  
The urban wastewater runoff can be due to failure of wastewater pipelines, urban runoff, failing 
drinking water pipelines, groundwater, car washes, hydrants, irrigation, and water leaks. 
 
Rehabilitation process of PB CILA included installation of 3 new chopper pumps.  He described 
various problems that had occurred with the old pumps, causing their deterioration.  
 
He showed photos of the pump station after the work was done at the pump intake in the river 
channel. 
 
Since the improvements were made, PB CILA has not been turned off since Sept. 3, 2020. We 
are committed to keep the river dry.  Pumping capacity has significantly increased with the pump 
station upgrades.   The composition of flows in the Tijuana River has slightly changed consisting 
of treatment plant effluent and urban wastewater runoff (primarily groundwater infiltration since 
the wastewater is now removed with the new pumps functioning). 
 
There was transboundary flow on Nov. 2, 2020 due to an unexpected situation, but the flow 
didn’t make it to Dairy Mart Road Bridge, much less to the coast. 
 
Proposed improvements for optimal performance are a new transformer with a variable-speed 
controller system to automate it as flows increase or decrease, refurbished feeder cables, and a 
new SCADA system for the operator’s room.  That will enhance the efficiency of PB-CILA. 
 
He showed plans and aerial photos of the PB-CILA rehabilitation project and also noted the 
rainy season is starting. 
 
Before rehabilitation, PB CILA had 700 liters per second maximum pumping capacity, intake 
screens were cleaned up to 3 times per day and there was a lack of operations personnel. There 
were frequent shutdowns and resulting transboundary flows. 
 
Now it can pump more than 1,000 lps.  Intake screens are cleared every hour 24/7.  New 
operations management is in charge with skilled operations personnel and semi-automatic 
pumping station software.   There has been no transboundary flow since September 3, except for 
the one incident on Monday. 
 
Question:  Is there protocol for turning PB CILA on and off during a rain event? 
Chapa: In case of summer rain in excess of 1,000 lps capacity the protocol is to turn off PB-
CILA. 
 
Question:  What is the timeline for replacement for the 2 rehabbed pumps? 
Chapa: With the rehab, they are working as brand-new ones and don’t need replacement.  
Motors and pump structure were rebuilt. 
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Avila: Life of a pump is usually over 20 years. 
 
Question:  It was said no transboundary flows since September.  What has been the average 
pumping rate since then? 
Chapa: It is decreasing.  Right now, we are at .91 cms or 900 lps.  Before, it was more, maybe 
1000 – 1200 lps because there were more spills into the river because of the leaks and problems 
that were lately repaired, which reduced flows. 
 
Question:  What steps has IBWC taken to address transboundary flow once they cross the 
border in 2020? 
Chapa: We work with our Mexican counterpart to rehabilitate pumping equipment. 
 
Question:    Do the chopper pumps have blades?  How long do they last?   Unless you clean 
them up, sewage spills do make it to the ocean with the next rain so it’s not accurate to say they 
don’t make it to the ocean. 
Chapa: They last 15-20 years and are designed for that.  With trash and plastics, we are okay as 
long as it’s not pebbles, sediment.  Where the plastics go, that is the purpose of the headworks, 
automatic screen and sedimentation basin.  
Avila: They will put grates or screens to keep bottles from going into the grinder pumps and then 
into the ocean.  That’s a concern for me also.  Once they screen them, Mexico will take them to 
the landfill. 
 
Chapa: We did have transboundary flow on September 19.  Close to 900,000 gallons estimated, 
but it was low impact. 
 
Presentation #2 IBWC Binational Study of the Tijuana River and Adjacent Canyons and 
Drains: 
Guest Speaker: Wayne Belzer  
Phone number: (915) 832-4703 
Email address: wayne.belzer@ibwc.gov  
 
The IBWC performed a one-year special study of the Tijuana River and canyons.  The purpose 
was to gather baseline data, identify higher than normal constituents and possible concerns, and 
use the information to move forward with other studies or monitoring efforts. 
We compared the samples to the quality of the influent of the South Bay International 
Wastewater Treatment Plant and we also looked at the applicable reference standards.  
 
 He showed a map of the monitoring sites, including the Rio Alamar and Tijuana River upstream 
from their confluence, as well as downstream sites and canyons. 
 
The study period was December 2018 to November 2019.  After that, there was data analysis and 
preparation of the report. Monitoring was performed in both countries with shared costs and use 
of laboratories in both the US and Mexico.  Split samples analyzed in both countries for water 
and sediment. 
 
267 parameters were analyzed.  136 were above detection limits. 131 were not detected. 

https://ibwc.gov/Files/CF_SBIWTP_Min320_TJ_Study_Final_Eng_110520.pdf
https://ibwc.gov/Files/CF_SBIWTP_Min320_TJ_Study_Final_Eng_110520.pdf
mailto:wayne.belzer@ibwc.gov
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The final report is available at: 
ibwc.gov/Files/Min320_Binational_Report_Tj_River_Watershed_with_Appendix090120.pdf 
 with related information at:   ibwc.gov/Organization/Environmental/Minute320.html. 
 
Bacteria is one of the biggest concerns.  Of note, all sites exceeded the coliform bacteria 
standards. When the river is dry, you don’t find bacteria impacts to beaches north of the border.  
The river is the primary contributor to high bacteria counts in the ocean at that location. 
 
Various drains and canyons were sampled, including Stewarts Drain, Silva Drain, Canyon del 
Sol, Goat Canyon, Smugglers Gulch, and Yogurt Canyon. 
 
The study focused on wastewater parameters, such as ammonia.  Phosphorous was also detected, 
sourced to cleaning products and fertilizers.  They also looked for industrial components, such as 
metals, especially copper, nickel, and zinc, often associated with metal plating industries.  They 
were detected at levels within the applicable standards in both countries.    
 
DEHP, associated with plastics, was found at all locations above standards.  The assumption is 
that it leaches from solid waste in the river.  We also looked for pesticides.  DDT and Aldrin 
were not detected but others were. 
 
Based on this study, some recommendations are to develop a routine monitoring program, 
undertake infrastructure improvement projects to reduce sewage leaks into the environment, 
establish pretreatment measures to reduce metals and organics, perform source tracking studies, 
do solid waste control, and do a Yogurt canyon study (water there is relatively clean). 
 
In summary, the study confirms wastewater is present.  The river exhibits the same indicators, 
but diluted, as wastewater treatment plant effluent.    DEHP from plastics was detected as were 
metals from industrial plating.  
 
Question: Is the study specific to biological contaminants or does it have metals and other 
industrial contaminants? 
Belzer:  It has the various types.  I don’t know of any sampling done since November 2019. We 
are trying to work with other agencies.  More recent sampling could help us demonstrate the 
impact of the pump station rehabilitation, for example. 
 
Question: There is horrible stagnant water at Hollister and Saturn. 
Belzer:  Yes, we observed the ponding in that area.  We collected samples there. 
 
Question: Why is Yogurt Canyon an outlier? 
Belzer: It’s isolated.   At other canyons, there is wastewater infrastructure right at the border, 
subject to malfunctions. You don’t see that in Yogurt Canyon. 
 
Question: Why are these results so different from Nic’s presentation showing primarily treated 
water? 
Belzer: He was discussing composition from the sources.  You typically have treatment plant 
effluent, groundwater, surface runoff (which can be pretty contaminated) and you do have 

https://ibwc.gov/Files/Min320_Binational_Report_Tj_River_Watershed_with_Appendix090120.pdf
https://ibwc.gov/Organization/Environmental/Minute320.html
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wastewater in there.  My data can see that wastewater.  More than 50% of the river is treated 
effluent but you do have untreated sewage as well.  The river has a lot of clean water in it. 
 
Public Comment: 
Eric Syverson - I have been running the Valley and estuary for years.  The last 3 years have 
been horrible along the border for U.S. stakeholders.  No one has cleaned the U.S. side. Today, 
water stands at Hollister, Saturn, and in between, and there is a debris field -- 6-10 feet deep, for 
about 2.5 miles in length, with many tires.  Everything is polluted down there.  I don’t hear 
anything about the aquifer.  Now we are doing baseline studies talking about sediment basins and 
trash booms.  People need to know the history of what a beautiful place it was.  It has been 
poisoned by debris.  In the rainy season, there is not a plan to address the onslaught. 

 
Board Discussion/Suggested Future Agenda Items: 
The next San Diego Citizens Forum will be on March 4, 2021 at 5:30 p.m.  It will be a virtual 
meeting. 

Meeting adjourned. 
 
 ** Meeting notes are tentative and summarize in draft the contents and discussion of 
Citizen Forum meetings.  While these notes are intended to provide a general overview of 
Citizens Forum Meetings, they may not necessarily be accurate or complete, and may not 
be representative of USIBWC policy or positions. 


