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California Water Boards

1. Overview of the Water Board’s regulatory framework
2. Permits

• Types of permits
• Common permits with bacteria requirements
• Common bacteria requirements

3. Addressing Impaired Waters
• Identifying impaired waters
• Restoring impaired waters, including TMDLs

4. Other Implementation Options

Presentation Outline
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California Water Boards

Permitting & TMDL Framework
Bacteria is regulated by 
the Water Boards 
primarily by:
• Permitting discharges
• Restoring bacteria-

impaired waters 

The Water Board also 
provides grants and 
loans.
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California Water Boards

Types of Permits
National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES)

• For point sources (discrete conveyance like a pipe or ditch)
• Per federal Clean Water Act

Waste Discharge Requirements (WDRs) and Waivers of WDRs 
• Primarily for nonpoint sources
• Per California Water Code 

Individual Permit
• Issued to an individual discharger or group of individuals
• Most often issued by a Regional Water Board

General Permit
• Issued to a categorical group of discharges; the individual may enroll for coverage
• Issued by both Regional Water Boards and the State Water Board
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California Water Boards

Common Permits with Bacteria Requirements

MS4: Municipal Separate Storm Sewer System
Note: Other Water Board permits also include bacteria-related limitations or requirements. 

Municipal 
Stormwater 
(MS4) NPDES

Phase I: 
>100,000 pop.

Regional 
Individual, Group, or 
General Permits

Phase II: 
< 100,000 pop.

Statewide 
General Permit

Wastewater 
NPDES

Wastewater from 
Sewage Treatment

Regional 
Individual or General 
Permits 
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California Water Boards

Common Permit Requirements
Goal: To prevent an impact to beneficial uses

Components:
• Effluent Limitations & Receiving Water Limitations

• Often set at concentrations that equal the bacteria water quality objectives
• TMDL waste load allocations are translated into permit effluent limitations

• Implementation of Control Measures
• Wastewater disinfection
• Stormwater best management practices or other timely control actions

• Monitoring and Reporting Requirements
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California Water Boards

Identifying Bacteria-Impaired Waters
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• The Water Boards assess surface water data
• Waterbodies that do not attain standards are listed 

on the Clean Water Act 303(d) List of Impaired 
Waters

• 520 waterbodies are currently listed as impaired for 
recreational uses

• 130 waterbodies are currently listed as impaired for 
shellfish harvesting

• Map tool to search for waterbody impairments: 
https://gispublic.waterboards.ca.gov/portal/apps/
webappviewer/index.html?id=6cca2a3a1815465
599201266373cbb7b

https://gispublic.waterboards.ca.gov/portal/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=6cca2a3a1815465599201266373cbb7b


California Water Boards

Restoring Impaired Waters
• Regional Water Boards prioritize and undertake actions to restore
• Common tool is the TMDL: the total maximum daily load

• Problem statement
• Total load

• Often expressed as a bacteria 
concentration equal to the objectives

• Implementation Plan

• Source analysis 
• Load allocations

• Wasteload allocations are translated 
into permit effluent limitations

• Implementation Timeline

• Another tool is a restoration program

Finding your local TMDL
• Check the Regional Water Board’s Basin Plan at https://www.waterboards.ca.gov/plans_policies/
• Check the Regional Water Board’s webpage at https://www.waterboards.ca.gov/waterboards_map.html
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California Water Boards

Other Bacteria Implementation Options

The Water Boards may include a frequency of exceedance of the 
objectives based on the observed exceedance frequency . . . 
. . . in a minimally disturbed reference waterbody

• Reference System Approach
• Used to ensure bacteriological water quality is at least as good as that of 

an applicable reference waterbody, without degradation

. . . of the natural sources of bacteria of a targeted waterbody
• Natural Source Exclusion Approach
• May be used after all anthropogenic sources of bacteria are identified, 

quantified, and controlled

Must be done as part of a TMDL or a Basin Plan amendment
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California Water Boards

Uses

Design waters 
with 
recreational 
uses and/or 
shellfish 
harvest use

Objectives

Establish 
water quality 
objectives to 
protect uses

TMDLs

Adopt TMDLs 
with 
allocations to 
attain 
objectives

Permits

Adopt permits 
with 
limitations and 
requirements 
to attain TMDL 
allocations & 
objectives
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Regulatory Chain
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