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RE: Comments on EPA’s Nutrient Removal and Secondary Treatment Screener
Questionnaire

The National Association of Clean Water Agencies (NACWA) appreciates the
opportunity to comment on the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA or
Agency) draft screener questionnaire for the national study of nutrient removal and
secondary technologies (81 Fed. Reg. 64151; September 19,2016). NACWA
appreciates EPA’s willingness to work with NACWA prior to the official start of the
comment period and thanks the Agency for making several changes to the draft
questionnaire prior to its publication in the Federal Register.

NACWA is concerned with the pace at which EPA is moving with development of the
study, but the Association has made every effort to review and provide feedback as
requested in a timely manner. Though we would have preferred to have had more
time to comment on the questionnaire and study, NACWA has worked hard to
develop the comments outlined below within EPA’s timeframe.

As a threshold matter, NACWA’s Board of Directors met on November 16, and
formally agreed that the Association must oppose moving forward with the screener
questionnaire given its reliance on Clean Water Act (CWA) Section 308 authority.
The Association is committed to working with the Agency to better understand the
goals of the study and believes there are better methods to achieve these goals. A
consensus-based approach of working with the array of partners in the water sector
to agree on a collective set of goals and collect any needed information on a voluntary
basis would be more in line with EPA’s past collaboration with the clean water
community on data collection efforts.
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NACWA and it members, who work on the front lines every day to ensure the protection of water quality, are
supportive of efforts to better understand and improve nutrient performance at municipal wastewater
treatment facilities. NACWA is further committed to continued engagement with EPA on the best method to
do this, including a willingness to examine how the municipal clean water community can lead an effort
moving forward to gather any critical information that is not already available. But NACWA opposes the
collection of this information by EPA via CWA Section 308 authority given the significant legal requirements
and liabilities that such an approach entails. This is especially onerous given that there are more than 14,000
publicly owned treatment works (POTWs) who would be affected and, as the voice of all POTWs of all sizes,
NACWA views this as an unnecessary overreach.

NACWA'’s Board of Directors feels strongly that the clean water community and EPA should be working
collaboratively to address nutrient concerns, including to identify the best path forward to gather any
additional information that may be needed. NACWA is concerned about the environmental and public health
impacts of nutrients and wants to come to the table to work with EPA to develop viable solutions to this
complex watershed-based challenge. NACWA has even supported EPA in the legal arena, including filing a
brief to defend EPA’s Chesapeake Bay Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL). However, in this instance, a
nationwide survey based on Section 308 is simply not the appropriate starting point.

Our primary concerns are outlined further below. Should EPA intend to proceed with the screener
questionnaire, we have provided more detailed comments to help improve the questionnaire and help
streamline the process to reduce unnecessary burden on the clean water community.

e NACWA remains concerned that the study will not be able to achieve the objectives EPA has outlined.
Based on input from technical experts among the NACWA membership and experience in attempting to
conduct a similar study for a much smaller group of clean water utilities, we do not think a national
study will be able to achieve the level of granularity necessary to draw meaningful conclusions. Thisisa
concern we raised in our August 1 comment letter, and EPA has not yet provided sufficient information
to address our concerns. Below we have included a brief discussion on the lessons learned from a study
seeking to achieve similar results, but with a much smaller group of POTWs, that underscores the issues
we expect EPA’s nationwide study to encounter.

e Given EPA’s stated goal for this study - to provide information on low-cost practices available to clean
water agencies - NACWA does not believe the study is necessary or the best use of EPA’s resources.
While NACWA has raised concerns about EPA’s previous guidance on the issue of wastewater treatment
plant optimization, the Association agrees with EPA that opportunities for improved operation at many
of the thousands of utilities across the country do exist. There are challenges and potential pitfalls to
optimizing secondary treatment for enhanced nutrient removal - including consuming available
capacity, unintended consequences for solids processing, and potential conflicts with process
modifications to address other pollutants - but NACWA agrees that there are opportunities. Instead of
conducting a study to better document these opportunities and culling through the myriad of data
associated with this, EPA’s resources would be better spent providing technical assistance to help
utilities improve their operational efficiency.
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By the time any "benefits” from EPA’s national study are realized, POTWs could have potentially
implemented on the ground changes to improve operational efficiency and reduce nutrient discharges
at treatment plants for 5 or more years.

We urge EPA to closely consider why it is conducting the study, what changes it is trying to affect, and
where our efforts may be best expended to improve environmental conditions at the lowest possible
cost. Using an equivalent amount of resources to retain a team of wastewater treatment engineers to
provide technical assistance to treatment plants to help them optimize their operations would provide
more immediate results. NACWA’s public utility members welcome the opportunity and are prepared
to work with the Agency to find ways of providing this type of nationwide technical assistance.

¢ In the feedback NACWA received from its members that reviewed the survey, there was unanimous
agreement that use of CWA Section 308 would have a negative impact on the overall success of the
effort. Discussion of “fines and imprisonment” in the certification statement set an immediate negative
tone for the entire data collection process. Our members are particularly concerned about the questions
pertaining to wet weather treatment and EPA’s desire to have respondents identify where they are
diverting flows to wet weather treatment trains during peak flows. Providing this type of information
via Section 308 has raised serious concerns regarding future enforcement, despite EPA’s assurances that
it only intends to use the information for research purposes. This type of request also inappropriately
focuses on plant operation - which is not within the purview of EPA’s regulatory authority - instead of
on effluent quality and resulting water quality.

NACWA previously inquired about EPA including a clear statement in the survey that no information
collected would be used for enforcement proposes to allay utility concerns, but that language was scaled
back by EPA’s enforcement office and only appeared in the Federal Register notice for the questionnaire,
not in the questionnaire itself. Even a more robust statement from EPA, however, would not eliminate
all the concerns raised by NACWA members.

The Association of Clean Water Administrators has expressed similar concerns with the use of Section
308 and has indicated that it would work together with the Agency to find an alternative to collecting
the information. Working collaboratively - EPA, the states, and the water sector organizations —
NACWA believes that, if deemed necessary, we can accomplish a statistically-significant evaluation of
existing treatment facilities, while enabling technical assistance work to begin long before the results of
the study are released.

e NACWA continues to believe that EPA can collect much - if not all - of this information from existing
data sources. EPA should seek to mine as much of this existing information, already certified for
accuracy and submitted via discharge monitoring report (DMR) and in permits and permit fact sheets,
as well as other sources, before imposing an additional burden on clean water utilities. We have done a
brief examination of some of this data and the results of our work are discussed below and in the
attached report.
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Survey Approach May Not Yield Desired Results

NACWA has raised concerns about the complexity of a national study and whether it can collect and analyze
the detailed information necessary to evaluate nutrient removal performance. Recently, a similar study was
attempted for a group of 30 wastewater dischargers. Some of the lessons learned from that study are described
below and underscore the challenges that an EPA study will face, especially in light of seeking information from
14,000 respondents. The purpose of the recent POTW survey was to gather information for use in evaluating
potential optimization and upgrade opportunities to reduce nutrient discharges. The top lessons learned from
the study include:

. Getting the plant loadings correct is key to understanding current conditions and establishing a
basis for further analysis. When little nutrient monitoring information is available, such as when
plants sample infrequently and there is limited data (for example only sample 1X/month), the basis
for analysis is tenuous.

. The perception of the purpose for gathering the survey information and how it will be used is
influential and may shape the responses and accuracy of the information received. Experience has
shown that it takes on average 2 to 3 phone calls, or direct contacts with individual treatment
plants, to elicit complete responses, sort out questions, and address details of the survey.

o It is important to understand existing treatment objectives, because descriptors like Secondary
Treatment vs. Advanced Treatment do not tell the whole story of the process configuration. Some
plants are comprised of portions of advanced treatment and portions of secondary. Also, the
treatment processes and configuration may change seasonally.

. The structure of discharge permit effluent limits may influence the information gathered in a
survey. Averaging periods and Load v. Concentration based limits, etc. impact how a plant operates,
and consequently the effluent performance data.

o Water reclamation and reuse complicate effluent quantities. In some cases, the effluent flows are
significantly reduced from influent flows. Reuse applications also make a difference in the sense
that in some cases the reclaimed water comes back to the facility. For example, reclaimed water used
for power plant cooling water is returned to the treatment plant in concentrated form, sometimes
with different nutrients or nutrient speciation.

o Individual facilities are unique. Even after requesting historical plant performance data, compiling
it, and spending a day with each individual facility, there are still numerous communication
exchanges required to fully understand the effluent data and develop individual nutrient reduction
strategies.

o Individual facility operational histories and personal preferences may limit what modifications can
be done to existing facilities to reduce nutrient discharges. Options such as “splitting the plant into
two” with one side reducing nutrients and the other side maintaining secondary treatment, may be a
viable optimization strategy, but may be unacceptable to some. It may be important to develop a
metric for the willingness to change and/or improve to do new things, such as nutrient removal, in
order to evaluate the potential for optimization efforts.
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. The decision to implement opportunities for nutrient reduction may be challenging for plant
managers. The costs for potential nutrient optimization efforts may not be insignificant.
Modifications may result in facility changes that are inconsistent with long term objectives such as
plans for future upgrades, treatment capacity reserved for future growth, or capacity allocated to
existing (industrial or residential) customers that needs to be preserved.
. Most plant operations are primarily focused on meeting existing discharge limits. Some utilities

may be reluctant to pursue nutrient optimization for a number of reasons, including existing
treatment process challenges, aversion to risks, avoidance of distractions, diversion from prime
compliance objectives, resource limitations, etc.

EPA Should Mine Existing Data Sources Prior to Conducting a Nationwide Survey

EPA maintains a number of online databases that may provide an initial, screening level amount of information
for the national census EPA is attempting to conduct. Mining these resources initially would help to refine any
eventual data collection and ultimately would better enable the Agency to meet its objective to “characterize the
universe of POTWs in the U.S.” At NACWA'’s request, a screening exercise has been conducted to evaluate the
type of information currently available in existing online databases such as: EPA Envirofacts PCS-ICIS, EPA’s
Enforcement and Compliance History Online (ECHO), and EPA’s Clean Watershed Needs Survey (CWNS).

As described further in the attached report, a great deal of information is available in these on-line databases to
address at least some of the questions most pertinent to secondary treatment and effluent nutrient
concentrations in the screener questionnaire. This information can be queried and facility specific data for
effluent BOD, ammonia, nitrogen, and phosphorus can be analyzed, all without conducting a new nationwide
survey. Though the number of utilities with effluent nutrient data available in these databases is relatively
small - 1,658 facilities with effluent total nitrogen data and 3,956 facilities with effluent total phosphorus data
in the 2016 ECHO database - this information could form the foundation of an analysis to provide EPA with
valuable information to help refine the scope and breadth of its planned study. A data mining effort may also
help to obviate the need for a mandatory survey of all utilities nationwide.

Burden Estimates are Inaccurate for the Majority of Treatment Facilities

The questionnaire is complicated and NACWA is concerned that utilities, particularly smaller utilities that do
not have sufficient staff to dedicate time to respond to the survey, will have difficulty collecting the information
to provide accurate responses. Time estimates for NACWA members pilot testing the survey ranged from 4
hours to 10 hours per facility. Our sample size was small - less than 10 NACWA members - but the feedback
received was consistent. Utilities with larger staff sizes generally responded that the time burden was roughly
accurate based on their experience, but that it would take much longer to complete the survey for utilities with
fewer staff. However, at least one of our larger, more sophisticated members noted that it took closer to 9 hours
to complete the form just for one of their facilities. Significant time was needed to collect the information from
the various divisions across the larger utility. Whether the data are in a manageable form and whether the
utility maintains certain information that it is not necessarily required to collect and manage are also factors.

EPA should consider pre-populating the surveys with basic facility information and other data the agency
already has on file. This would save time in completing the survey.
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General Comments on the Screener Questionnaire

EPA removed a question on bypass from an earlier version of the questionnaire, but questions 22,23
and 24, which ask for information on “wet weather systems”, raise the same concerns as the more direct
question on whether the utility bypasses any portion of the treatment process. Answering these
questions will raise concerns for utilities in Regions where EPA continues to pursue any type of wet
weather treatment approach or system that does not go through the full secondary treatment train as an
illegal bypass.

The survey response time should be extended to a minimum of 60 days. The questionnaire is currently
proposed to be due within 30 days, which is an incredibly tight timeframe for completing the survey,
even if EPA’s burden estimate is accurate. With the certification statement noting potential fines and
imprisonment and language about responses being required by law, utilities will feel obligated to
consult legal counsel for guidance before completing the survey. For utilities with multiple plants, it
will take time to coordinate responses - the same staff may be asked to complete multiple surveys for
different facilities. The short timeframe for responding to the survey will add to the burden on clean
water utilities and NACWA requests that EPA consider extending the response time to 60 days.

Understanding cost effectiveness and efficiency in nutrient reduction associated with standard
secondary treatment cannot be accomplished without knowing the cost breakdowns of specific
activities that differentiate a plant without nutrient removal from one that does remove nutrients. This
difference is extremely difficult to tease out and EPA has not demonstrated that the survey will provide
the necessary information to evaluate this difference.

Further, it is not clear how EPA will evaluate efficiency. For example, will the Agency look at pounds of
nutrients removed/MGD/cost for each technology? EPA has not adequately demonstrated that it is
prepared to address these issues to ensure that the tremendous resources being dedicated just to this
first phase of the study will provide commensurate value.

Throughout the questionnaire, the phrasing does not match the phrasing of commonly used federal
and state National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) requirements or common
wastewater terminology. For example:

o Question 1 - “Combined Sewer Overflow (CSO) Only” should be: “Combined Sewer System
Only”;

o Question 11 - “Capacity Flow” should be “Permitted Design Capacity Flow”;

One NACWA member indicated that they operate two wastewater treatment plants under a single
NPDES permit. It is not clear how they would complete the survey under the guidance on page 4 of the
instructions. Their facility ID is the same for both plants but the survey is not structured for a response
on more than one plant. EPA should work to minimize confusion for utilities with multiple plants.
EPA should seek to issue one questionnaire to the operator listed for each NPDES permit number
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presently on file in the database. This is another reason for EPA to spend more time with its existing
data and information before it conducts this broader data collection effort.

¢ NACWA recommends including a field for additional comments and/or the ability to attach files to the
survey. This would allow respondents to explain nuances in answers that may not be captured by
clicking a box or entering a single number, and may be important to ensure accurate conveyance of
information that must be certified as accurate.

e EPA should include a question on whether the facility was in operation during the time interval of
interest (January through December 2016). A negative response to this question would end the survey.
An example of this situation is a new wastewater treatment facility for which an NPDES permit has been
issued by the permitting authority but the facility has not yet been built.

e The survey is rightfully focused on traditional clean water utilities that provide services to municipal
customers. As such, the questions do not make sense for a POTW that primarily services industrial
wastewater. POTWs that treat primarily industrial wastes often must add nutrient (nitrogen and
phosphorus) supplements to properly treat the waste. Thus, the amount of nitrogen and phosphorus
in the effluent is controlled by regulating the amount added. If properly done, the facility will have very
low amounts of nitrogen or phosphorus in the discharge to control treatment costs. We recommend
that a screening question be added that asks whether nutrients are added to the process to supplement
treatment of the wastes received. Another option is to screen out clean water utilities that are
industrially dominated.

e Many treatment plants have and are meeting ammonia discharge limits in their permits. Many of these
plants do not actually remove nitrogen but rather convert ammonia to oxidized forms of nitrogen
(nitrate and nitrite). Many of these facilities do not monitor for nitrate or nitrite. In that case the
requested data could erroneously give the impression that nitrogen removal rather than nitrogen
conversion is taking place. We recommend adding a question to determine if ammonia only limits are
included in the permit.

e The survey is dependent on data representing 2016. The 2016 calendar year may not be adequately
representative of flow, frequency of flow, and water quality over multiple years and therefore depending
on data solely from 2016 may lead to erroneous conclusions.

e DPage 4, Discussion of “Incorrectly identified” - this paragraph caused confusion among some NACWA
members working to pilot the questionnaire.

e Glossary, Page 8 - Check CWA Section 503.9 citation in definition of Clean Water Act and Domestic
Sewage. No such section exists. Should be referenced as a 40 CFR citation.

e Pond systems, which EPA has noted are not the focus of this study, will be required to respond to much
of the survey unnecessarily. At the very least, EPA should make the modifications suggested at the end
of the November 10 Webinar.
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e EPA’s online demonstration of the survey questionnaire did not have corresponding question numbers.
This will make it hard to follow along/navigate using a printed hardcopy and coordinate responses
among utility staff.

Specific Comments on Screener Questions

e Question 1

O

Need to add a “Sanitary Sewer System” option. Itis presumed that “Collection System” may
cover sanitary systems, but that is not clear. Collection system may be interpreted to mean all
types of systems, combined and sanitary. Also, either add an additional category for “Combined
and Sanitary System” for plants served by both, or make it clearer that checking “all that apply”
will cover that scenario. This caused confusion among pilot testers.

e Question 3 and 8

@)

There was a lot of confusion over the FRS ID. Most members indicated that they did not know
what their number was, did not know how to look it up, or indicated that they would call EPA
for more information. Footnote 4 should probably be at Question 3, since that is the first time
the FRS ID appears. NACWA suggests that EPA include an example on how it can be looked up.

e Question 10

@)

Clarify ‘population served’ as to whether it includes interjurisdictional agreements or satellite
community populations as well.

For an industrial waste-dominated POTW, any answer to this question will provide confusing
results and will not reflect the characteristics of the facility. We recommend that this question
be modified to allow industrial-dominated treatment plants to accurately describe the inlet to
the facility.

o Question 11

O

O

This question should explicitly request the NPDES-permitted design capacity for each facility,
rather than the ambiguously defined “design capacity flow.” “Design capacity flow” can then be
deleted from the glossary and the footnote to Question No. 11.

The statement “Do not include additional capacity used for primary treatment only” caused
confusion. Inherent in the statement is a policy determination from EPA that primary clarifiers
used to treat excess flows in wet weather are “not providing secondary treatment”, when many
plants are designed to handle peak flows and meet secondary treatment standards with these
units.

Footnote 7 is confusing. Few utilities will have this information and it would require an
engineering study to get this figure.

Clean water utilities may not be aware of their plant’s design peak capacity rating. While newer
and/or larger facilities likely have a formal basis of design prepared by the design engineering
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consultant, which includes design average flow, design maximum day flow and design peak
hourly flow, many older and/or smaller plants may not have such information.

Peak hourly flow may not be the most appropriate or most readily available ‘high flow’ value to
request. Depending upon the type of flow recording instrumentation that a utility has, it may be
difficult if not impossible to report an actual peak hourly flow. Many smaller treatment plants
record only 24-hour flow totals.

Clarify what the second peak flow is and how it is different than the first peak flow.

e Question 12

O

Clarify whether dry weather flow should include inflow and/or infiltration or not. Additional
guidance and definitions would help better answer the question. Some utilities track various
rate classes through their billing departments, but often do not track flow in the categories
listed.

e Question 14

@)

The list of industrial/commercial sources should be clarified. NACWA recommends that the
Pretreatment Categorical Standards be utilized as a starting point to be consistent. There are
industrial dischargers that can be significant to a treatment plant that are not listed or not
explicitly listed (i.e., Metal Finishing, Centralized Waste Treatment). There are several categories
that are unclear and need clarification or a threshold listed. For example, ‘non-animal food
processing’ - does this include restaurants, bakeries, grocery stores with delis, etc.? Another
example would be ‘post-consumer food’ - does this include households with garbage disposals?

e Question 15

O

Average daily inflow and average daily infiltration are rarely tracked. NACWA recommends that
a specific method for completing estimates be included, otherwise estimates from various
POTWs may not be comparable. Providing this data could be very time consuming and some
members indicated that they would not be able to even provide estimates.

While estimation of infiltration and inflow is difficult and fraught with potential estimation
errors, this information is already a question asked on an EPA application form for new or
renewal NPDES permits (EPA Form 2A). NACWA suggests adding a note in the instructions
reminding utilities that they may have already provided an estimate in their most recent permit
renewal application.

Some clean water utilities do not own or operate the collection systems feeding the plant. Some
also take a pre-set flow from the owner and operator of the collection system. In those cases, the
inflow and infiltration quantities may be unknown. NACWA recommends that the
questionnaire allow for a means to provide an explanation for unique situations.

o Question 16

O

Do not lump primary treatment together with preliminary treatment.
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o Itappears that the first part of the question asks for types of biological treatment technologies
operated (regardless of whether they provide nutrient removal), while the second part of the
question asks for types of physical and/or chemical treatment technologies that are operated for
nutrient removal.

o One of the listed physical/chemical treatment technologies - denitrification filtration - is NOT
a physical/chemical process, but a biological process.

e Questions 16,19, and 24
o These questions have one or more inconsistent spellings of “phosphorus” (not phosphorous).
Be consistent throughout the questionnaire.

e Question 17
o Seasonal design temperatures may not be known, especially for plants designed and constructed
decades ago. Recommend the question instead ask for the actual operating seasonal
temperatures observed during the period in question, if known.

e Question 18
o Regarding the capability of heating the treatment works, NACWA recommends clarifying what
portion of the treatment plant should be included in the response. The question does not
contain enough detail to determine what specific information is being requested.

e Question 19
o The nitrifying microorganism Nitrosomonas is misspelled in Table 2, fourth row (“Organism
Growth”), “Design” and “Optimization” columns.

o Clean water utilities are designed for treatment and pollutant removal, not organism growth.
Suggest replacing “Organism Growth” with “Nutrient Treatment and Removal”.

o  Nitrosomonas and Nitrobacter are considered the most common types of ammonia oxidizing
bacteria (AOB) and nitrite oxidizing bacteria (NOB), respectively, and are collectively referred to
as “nitrifiying bacteria”. Note that nitrifiying bacteria do NOT remove nitrogen, but rather
convert ammonia-nitrogen into nitrate-nitrogen. Nitrogen is removed using a treatment
process combination of biological nitrification followed by biological denitrification.
Denitrification uses denitrifiying bacteria to convert nitrate into nitrogen gas, which is released
from the wastewater into the atmosphere.

o Consider simply deleting references to Nitrosomonas and Nitrobacter and replacing with
“Nitrifying Bacteria” and “Denitrifying Bacteria”.

o Many treatment plants do not conduct specific bacterial evaluations. If a treatment plantis
removing ammonia by oxidization, the specific bacteria involved are most likely not known. The
amount of and specific species of bacteria are not generally part of the design or operation.
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Instead, the environmental conditions of the plant are controlled to optimize the oxidation of
the ammonia.

Table 2 - EPA must include discussion of denitrification. This section of the table should
address four different types of plants:

i. Plants that nitrify - convert ammonia to nitrate, but don’t remove nitrogen.
ii. Plants that nitrify and denitrify - convert ammonia to nitrate, then convert the nitrate to
nitrogen gas and remove nitrogen in the process.
iii. Plants that remove phosphorus biologically or chemically
iv. Not Applicable (Plants that do not accomplish any of the above three items).

To accomplish this, we suggest that Table 2, Row 3 be modified as follows:

Objective Design Optimization
Nutrient O Nitrification O Nitrification
Treatment and O Denitrification O Denitrification
Removal O Phosphorus Removal OPhosphorus Removal
O Biological Phosphorus Removal O Biological Phosphorus Removal
0 Chemical Phosphorus Removal 0 Chemical Phosphorus Removal
O Not Applicable ONot Applicable

e Question 22

O

O

The question asks utilities to estimate the stormwater that runs off the treatment plant’s
property. This is not available at many utilities and likely trivial compared to the plant effluent.
Suggest removing this item from the questionnaire or add a “data not available” option.

Flow information does not match the concentration data from Questions 22-24,

e Questions 23 and 24

O

O

These questions should clearly indicate that they refer only to monitoring of reportable
parameters required by discharge permits. Data collected for other uses may be unreliable and
should not be used for this purpose.

A large municipality could spend many more hours trying to locate every data point of every
special study conducted throughout the year to answer these questions accurately and
truthfully. There is no single database that houses all this data.

Many utilities do not monitor their wastewater treatment outfall, but instead monitor an official
effluent sampling point prior to the effluent reaching the outfall. Monitoring an outfall can be
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quite difficult and may require instream monitoring. Including an outfall option for reporting
data in the survey will be confusing to many utilities completing the survey.

o EPA needs to collect the sample frequency, or number of samples per year, to understand the
quality of data they are collecting. Also, these sample locations do not seem to match up with
flow locations from Question 22, so it will be difficult to roll up these numbers to make sense of
them.

Again, NACWA appreciates the opportunity to comment on the screener questionnaire and wants to ensure
EPA is working with the clean water community collaboratively to gather any information needed to address
environmental and public health challenges related to nutrients. As EPA proceeds with evaluating the
comments on the questionnaire, it should consider alternatives to the survey and study approach that may be
more effective at achieving the goals of the study. To continue our work toward cleaner water, we must be
smarter and more efficient about how we address the nutrient challenge and need to start thinking creatively
about what will make a difference on the ground.

We look forward to continued engagement with EPA on this very important issue. Please contact me with any
questions.

Sincerely,

(Lol

Chris Hornback
Chief Technical Officer

ATTACHMENT



Mining Existing Databases as an Alternative to EPA’s
Mandatory Section 308 National Study of Nutrient

Removal and Secondary Technologies
Michael Kasch and David L. Clark, HDR Engineering

On September 16, 2016, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency published a draft National Study of
Nutrient Removal and Secondary Technologies: POTW Screener Questionnaire. The purpose of this
survey is summarized as follows: “EPA’s Office of Water is conducting a nationwide study to evaluate
the nutrient removals and related technology performance by different types of publicly owned
treatment works (POTWSs)” (EPA, 2016a, 2016b).

In an open letter to POTWs, EPA’s Director of the Office of Science and Technology highlights the
significance of nutrient pollution and the intent of the national study to provide information about
realistic and achievable nutrient reduction strategies (EPA, 2016c). EPA case studies on
implementing low cost modifications to reduce nutrient discharges are cited. EPA believes that in
order to provide statistically representative information on low cost nutrient removal practices, that
basic information on all municipal treatment plants in the nation must be gathered. EPA plans to
follow the screener survey with selection of a statistically representative sample of treatment plants
from the national population for further study.

Nutrients are an important water quality issue nationally that warrant further investigation and
analysis. However, conduct of mandatory national survey of all POTWs may reveal less information
on nutrient removal than is currently available from existing data sources. Further, existing data
sources may provide the opportunity to narrow the focus on a smaller population of POTWs to
better understand the potential for low cost operational optimization efforts to reduce effluent
nutrient levels.

This report explores mining data from existing EPA databases as an alternative to conducting a new
survey of wastewater utilities to assess secondary treatment and nutrient removal. The ability to extract
effluent data from existing information available in on-line databases is illustrated with the presentation
of the results of database queries. Analysis of the information available in existing databases shows that
effluent nutrient data is available from only a relatively small number of POTWs compared to the very
large number of total POTWs nationwide.

Making Sense of Nutrient Surveys from Utilities

Making sense of the data received from a large survey of nearly 30,000 utilities nationwide presents a
number of challenges, not the least of which is analyzing the large amount of data that would need to
be compiled and interpreted. Using legal authorities to mandate survey responses has the potential for
the information gathered to be less useful than it might otherwise be. Cooperative efforts where the
utilities are involved in gathering and analyzing the data may produce more useful, representative, and
reliable information.



Finding the best way to analyze the responses and then use that information to draw relevant
conclusions about the potential for existing secondary treatment facilities to accomplish some level of
nutrient removal is challenging. Experience in conducting surveys of a much smaller number of facilities
in order to make an assessment of opportunities for nutrient removal enhancements by optimization
provides some insights. Accurately assessing plant loadings is a critical aspect of any such evaluation
because underloaded facilities may exhibit a nutrient removal ability in the interim, that cannot be
maintained when influent flows and loadings reach the full intended design capacity.

It is important to understand existing treatment discharge objectives/limits because descriptors like
secondary treatment, advanced treatment, etc. do not provide a complete portrayal of site specific
circumstances at any facility. Individual facilities are unique and they are, for the most part, focused on
compliance with existing discharge permit limits. Any additional effort for process optimization,
sidestream treatment, or other nutrient removal performance enhancements may, or may not, be a
reflection of the existing secondary treatment capacity to reduce nutrient discharges.

Data Mining: Available Databases

EPA maintains discharge monitoring report (DMR) databases that may be capable of providing an initial
“first screen” on a national level for a census of POTWs. Mining this database initially seems to be a
more expeditious way to meet EPA’s objective to “characterize the universe of POTWs in the U.S.” (EPA
2016a). A significant amount of potentially relevant information is available in existing EPA databases
that more than likely has not been analyzed to the degree that it might to address EPA questions
regarding nutrient removal and secondary technologies.

A screening exercise has been conducted to identify the level of effort likely required to analyze existing
databases and compare that with the likely level of effort forecasted to conduct an entirely new
nationwide survey. The existing online databases explored were as follows: EPA Envirofacts PCS-ICIS,
EPA ECHO, and EPA CWNS.

e EPA Envirofacts PCS-ICIS
o This search allows retrieval of selected data from the Permit Compliance System (PCS)
and Integrated Compliance Information System (ICIS) databases in Envirofacts regarding
facilities registered with the federal enforcement and compliance (FE&C) and holding
National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) permits.
o https://www3.epa.gov/enviro/facts/pcs-icis/search.html
o Approximate number of facilities: 367,000
e EPAECHO
o EPA's Enforcement and Compliance History Online (ECHO) website can be used to
search for facilities to assess their compliance with environmental regulations, such as
NPDES permits.
o https://echo.epa.gov/
o Approximate number of facilities: 205,000
e EPACWNS
o EPA’s Clean Watersheds Needs Survey (CWNS) is an assessment of capital investment
needed nationwide for publicly-owned wastewater collection and treatment facilities to
meet the water quality goals of the Clean Water Act.



https://www3.epa.gov/enviro/facts/pcs-icis/search.html
https://echo.epa.gov/

o https://www.epa.gov/cwns
o Approximate number of facilities: 27,000

For this initial investigation, the effort required to download and analyze some of the largest
wastewater facilities in the U.S. was assessed. Specifically, this effort attempted to characterize the
treatment process train and effluent quality from existing facilities, including BOD, ammonia, total
nitrogen and total phosphorus. Table 1 summarizes the information gathered in an initial on-line
database query effort for the 50 largest U.S. POTWs. The ECHO database was used to download effluent
data. This was performed individually for each wastewater facility. This required a multiple step process
to search for the data, download the data, ground truth and make sense of the data, and average the
effluent concentration data for the summary in Table 1.


https://www.epa.gov/cwns

Table 1. Summary Information from Exploration of Online Databases for Large Wastewater Facilities

NPDES Authority? Facility Name* Location? Treatment Unit Process™! CWNS | Average | Average Average Average | Average
Permit Level? Flow” Flow®? | BOD5%? | Ammonia®? | TNB? TpB?2
Number” (mgd) (mgd) (mg/L) (mg/L) (mg/L) | (mg/L)

IL0028053 Chicago MWRDGC Stickney Cicero, IL Advanced Biosolids Thickening, Gravity 1200 928 228 1.8 8.2 0.9
MI0022802 | Detroit Board of Water Co Detroit Detroit, Ml Advanced Chemical Addition (Polymer) 730 Not found
NJ0021016 | Passaic Valley SC Passaic Newark, NJ Secondary Biosolids Wet Air Oxidation 600 Not found
CA0109991 | City of LA Bureau of San. Hyperion Playa Del Rey, CA Secondary Biosolids Anaerobic Digestion, Other 512 87 322 41.0 -- 6.8
NV0021261 | Clark Co. WRD SCOP Las Vegas, NV Phosphorus Removal, Biological 400 41 211 9.8 -- 0.2
MAO0103284 | MWRA MWRA Boston, MA Secondary Biosolids Thickening, Gravity 390 143 33 28.7 -- --
DC0021199 | DCWASA Blue Plains WA, DC Advanced Biosolids Chemical Addition (Polymer) 370 102 32 0.5 9.5 0.6
CA0053813 | LACSD Joint WPCP Carson, CA Secondary Clarification, Secondary 330 180 162 42.1 -- 3.4
IL0028061 Chicago MWRDGC Calumet Chicago, IL Advanced Biosolids Thickening, Gravity 313 319 124 0.7 9.9 3.0
NY0026204 | NYCDEP Newtown New York, NY Secondary Biosolids Thickening, Gravity 284 216 68 15.9 23.7 3.5
PA0025984 | Allegheny Co. San. Auth. ALCOSAN Pittsburgh, PA Secondary Activated Sludge, Conventional 280 217 6 1.4 -- --
Unknown MDWASD MDWASD Miami, FL Advanced Biosolids Thickening, Gravity 279 122 78 -- 221 1.7
NY0026131 | NYCDEP Wards Island New York, NY Advanced Biosolids Thickening, Gravity 272 205 40 8.5 15.5 2.5
PA0026671 | Philadelphia Water Dept. PWD Philadelphia, PA Secondary Activated Sludge, Conventional 244 223 5 22.4 -- 0.4
CA0107409 | City of San Diego MWD Point Loma San Diego, CA Advanced Clarification, Intermediate 240 144 245 36.9 -- --
AZ0020559 | City of Phoenix 91 Ave Phoenix, AZ Secondary Biosolids Thickening, Gravity 230 85 91 1.8 -- 3.6
IL0028088 Chicago MWRDGC Northside Skokie, IL Advanced Biosolids Thickening, Gravity 227 314 115 14 10.2 1.5
CA0077682 | SCRSD Sac Regional Elk Grove, CA Secondary Clarification, Secondary 218 142 127 35.3 -- 3.3
CA0110604 | Orange Co.SD OCSD No. 2 Fountain Valley, CA Secondary Clarification, Secondary 200 109 216 32.9 -- 5.9
LA0038091 | New Orleans WB East Bank New Orleans, LA Secondary Biosolids Incineration (Other) 200 106 22 -- -- --
NY0026191 | NYCDEP Hunts Point Bronx, NY Advanced Biosolids Thickening, Gravity 191 121 41 10.1 15.8 3.2
TX0096172 | City of Houston 69 Street Houston, TX Advanced Clarification, Secondary 187 122 10 5.5 -- --
NY0028410 | Buffalo Sewer Authority Bird Island Buffalo, NY Secondary Activated Sludge, Conventional 180 123 65 6.3 -- 1.5
TX0047295 | City of Forth Worth Village Creek Fort Worth, TX Advanced Filter, Mixed Media 179 116 3 0.7 -- --
PA0026689 | Philadelphia Water Dept. PWD NE Philadelphia, PA Secondary Activated Sludge, Conventional 177 212 6 7.2 -- 0.5
CA0110604 | Orange Co.SD OCSD No. 1 Fountain Valley, CA Secondary Clarification, Secondary 170 109 216 32.9 -- 5.9
NY0026247 | NYCDEP North River New York, NY Secondary Biosolids Thickening, Gravity 169 114 60 20.5 23.1 4.3
CA0037842 | City of San Jose ESD SJ/SC WPCP San Jose, CA Advanced Activated Sludge, Conventional 167 97 3 0.7 18.4 1.3
MDO0021555 | City of Baltimore DPW Back River Baltimore, MD Advanced Biosolids Thickening, Gravity 164 88 4 0.7 7.9 0.2
TX0022802 | Trinity RA Central Dallas, TX Advanced Filter, Mixed Media 162 155 2 0.8 -- --
NV0021261 | Clark Co. WRD CCWRDAWT Las Vegas, NV Advanced Disinfection, UV Radiation 160 103 2 0.1 -- 0.1
NJ0020141 | Middlesex County UA Middlesex Sayreville, NJ Advanced Biosolids Thickening, Gravity 160 ? ? ? ? ?
MNO0029815 | Met. Council ES Metropolitan St Paul, MN Advanced Chemical Addition (Polymer) 155 190 150 12.2 33.4 2.2
TX0047830 | City of Dallas Central Dallas, TX Advanced Activated Sludge, Extended Aeration 150 114 5 1.4 -- --
OH0024741 | Columbus Div. S&D Southerly Lockbourne, OH Advanced Biosolids Incineration (Other) 146 121 88 0.3 -- 1.1
NY0026689 | Westchester County DEF Yonkers Yonkers, NY Secondary Biosolids Land Application (Spreading) 145 61 67 22.0 -- --
PA0026662 | Philadelphia Water Dept. PWD SE Philadelphia, PA Secondary Activated Sludge, Conventional 142 112 9 10.2 -- 0.3
OHO0024651 | NEORSD Southerly Cuyahoga Heights, OH | Advanced Clarification, Secondary 135 196 60 0.2 -- 0.2
1A0044130 Des Moines WRF Metro WRA Des Moines, 1A Secondary Biosolids Mech. Dewatering (Filter Press) 134 ? ? ? ? ?
NY0026158 | NYCDEP Bowery Bay Astoria, NY Advanced Biosolids Thickening, Gravity 132 106 56 14.4 24.1 3.8
OH0025461 | MSD of Greater Cincinnati Mill Creek Cincinnati, OH Secondary Clarification, Secondary 130 180 145 4.0 -- 0.4




OR0026905 | City of Portland Columbia Blvd Portland, OR Secondary Biosolids Anaerobic Digestion, Other 128 128 111 38.4 -- --
TX0077801 | City of San Antonio Dos Rios San Antonio, TX Advanced Clarification, Secondary 125 151 12 3.0 -- --
NY0027081 | Onondaga Co. Dept. D&S Metro Syracuse | Syracuse, NY Advanced Biosolids Anaerobic Digestion, Other 123 52 31 11.6 -- 4.8
WAQ0029581 | City of Seattle King Co. South Renton, WA Secondary Clarification, Secondary 122 70 195 23.0 -- 3.0
TN0020575 | Nashville Dept. of WSS Central Nashville, TN Advanced Disinfection, UV Radiation 122 126 92 4.9 -- --
NY0026166 | NYCDEP Owls Head Brooklyn, NY Secondary Biosolids Thickening, Gravity 119 93 78 16.5 22.5 3.7
OH0024643 | NEORSD Easterly Cleveland, OH Advanced Clarification, Secondary 115 116 66 1.7 -- 0.5
PR0023728 | PRASA Bayamon Catano, PR Primary Sedimentation, Primary 114 49 75 -- -- --
CA0037702 | East Bay MUD East Bay Oakland, CA Secondary Biosolids Aerobic Digestion, Air 110 67 198 46.2 56.5 4.4
TX0047848 | City of Dallas Southside Dallas, TX Advanced Clarification, Secondary 110 68 3 0.5 -- --
NY0026182 | NYCDEP Coney Island Brooklyn, NY Advanced Biosolids Thickening, Gravity 110 87 68 16.1 24.8 3.7
TNO0020711 | City of Memphis Maynard Stiles Memphis, TN Advanced Biosolids Mech. Dewatering (Filter Press) 108 95 196 24.8 55.8 9.9
CA0053911 | CSD of LA Co. San Jose Creek Whittier, CA Secondary Biosolids Thickening, Gravity 100 40 310 1.0 8.3 0.8

ASource is CWNS database. BSource is ECHO database.

Unit Process” is described as the treatment technologies present or proposed for a facility but does not appear to contain reliable or useable information regarding the facility design.

2Parameters full names: Flow, in conduit or thru treatment plant, BOD, carbonaceous [5 day, 20 C], Nitrogen, ammonia total [as N], Nitrogen, total [as N], Phosphorus, total [as P]




The initial data mining effort was followed by a second effort to determine whether or not the process
of analyzing the effluent data could be automated by conducting database queries. The annual data
files were downloaded from the EPA Echo Database and stored locally. The 2016 Echo Database has
about 12 million records for more than 84,000 NPDES permitted discharges. Of those, about 30,000 are
for wastewater treatment facilities. The original files were maintained and queried within MySQL. The
large file size required parsing down to smaller, more manageable datasets to analyze in ACCESS.

There is a large amount of facility data available on wastewater flows, BOD, TSS, ammonia, nitrogen, and
phosphorus in the existing databases. Database queries were used to extend the summary of the large
facilities in Table 1 to explore effluent quality data in greater depth. Table 2 summarizes effluent quality
for select parameters for the years 2015 and 2016. A subset of key effluent parameters was selected for
the summary presented in Table 2, including BOD, ammonia, total nitrogen, and total phosphorus.

The general wastewater facility information in Table 2 is taken from EPA’s Clean Watersheds Needs
Survey (CWNS). The effluent data for 2015 and 2016 is taken from the Echo Database. The effluent data
can be extracted by year and by individual facility. The data can also be extracted for multi-year periods
for statistical analysis such as short and long term averages, trending, etc. Table 2 illustrates the data
available for a limited number of large facilities for two years. Later in this report, queries are used for
the entire Echo database to analyze effluent quality for nutrients in the format of EPA’s POTW Screener
Questionnaire.



Table 2. Summary of Select Effluent Quality Data for Large Wastewater Facilities for 2015 and 2016

NPDES Authority? Facility Name* 20158 2016"
Permit Average BOD5 | Average Ammonia Average TN Average TP Average BOD5 Average Ammonia Average TN Average TP
Number* (mg/L) (mg/L) (mg/L) (mg/L) (mg/L) (mg/L) (mg/L) (mg/L)
IL0028053 Chicago MWRDGC Stickney 2.7 0.5 8.3 0.65 2.4 0.4 8.3 0.83
MI10022802 | Detroit Board of Water Co Detroit 7.6 8.2 -- -- 15.0 6.1 -- --
NJ0021016 | Passaic Valley SC Passaic -- -- -- -- -- -- -- --
CA0109991 | City of LA Bureau of San. Hyperion 16.5 44.7 -- - 19.5 44.2 -- -
NV0021261 | Clark Co. WRD SCOP -- -- -- -- -- -- -- --
MA0103284 | MWRA MWRA 6.0 26.7 - - 33.0 304 -- -
DC0021199 | DCWASA Blue Plains 27.5 0.3 10.3 - 27.9 - 8.1 -
CA0053813 | LACSD Joint WPCP 3.7 41.2 - - 4.2 441 -- --
IL0028061 Chicago MWRDGC Calumet 2.6 0.3 10.6 3.87 2.4 0.1 9.4 1.43
NY0026204 | NYCDEP Newtown 11.5 12.9 18.6 291 12.3 - 18.5 2.35
PA0025984 | Allegheny Co. San. Auth. ALCOSAN 4.0 1.7 - - 10.0 1.6 - -
Unknown MDWASD MDWASD -- -- -- -- -- -- -- --
NY0026131 | NYCDEP Wards Island 3.7 5.1 8.7 1.76 6.3 - 8.8 1.43
PA0026671 | Philadelphia Water Dept. PWD 4.7 20.7 - 0.32 4.5 22.2 - 0.35
CA0107409 | City of San Diego MWD Point Loma 66.4 -- -- -- 121.1 -- -- --
AZ0020559 | City of Phoenix 91°t Ave 1.3 -- -- -- 2.3 -- -- --
1L0028088 Chicago MWRDGC Northside 2.6 0.7 12.0 1.63 2.2 0.6 9.0 1.43
CA0077682 | SCRSD Sac Regional 7.3 35.9 - - 8.9 36.5 - -
CA0110604 | Orange Co. SD OCSD No. 2 5.2 22.5 - - 9.6 22.6 - -
LA0O038091 | New Orleans WB East Bank 18.8 - - - 16.0 - - -
NY0026191 | NYCDEP Hunts Point 2.0 2.8 8.3 2.23 3.9 - 6.2 2.46
TX0096172 | City of Houston 69t Street 7.9 3.7 -- -- 9.0 4.7 -- --
NY0028410 | Buffalo Sewer Authority Bird Island 12.8 -- -- 0.77 14.5 -- -- 0.85
TX0047295 | City of Forth Worth Village Creek 2.1 0.2 -- -- 2.0 0.2 -- --
PA0026689 | Philadelphia Water Dept. PWD NE 6.8 7.6 -- 0.49 4.5 5.9 -- 0.46
CA0110604 | Orange Co. SD OCSD No. 1 5.2 22.5 - - 9.6 22.6 - -
NY0026247 | NYCDEP North River 9.6 16.2 21.1 3.42 6.9 - 21.7 3.27
CA0037842 | City of San Jose ESD SJ/SC WPCP 2.2 0.6 19.0 1.22 2.9 0.7 17.0 1.08
MDO0021555 | City of Baltimore DPW Back River 2.0 0.6 7.5 0.10 2.0 0.1 8.6 0.10
TX0022802 | Trinity RA Central 1.4 0.3 -- -- 13 0.7 -- --
NV0021261 | Clark Co. WRD CCWRDAWT -- -- -- -- -- -- -- --
NJ0020141 | Middlesex County UA Middlesex -- -- -- -- -- -- -- --
MNO0029815 | Met. Council ES Metropolitan 2.8 8.5 - 0.30 3.6 8.5 214 0.30
TX0047830 | City of Dallas Central 35 0.4 -- -- 3.2 0.3 -- --
OH0024741 | Columbus Div. S&D Southerly 13.0 0.9 - 0.63 27.7 0.5 - 2.26
NY0026689 | Westchester County DEF Yonkers 13.5 20.6 -- -- 10.8 0-- -- --
PA0026662 | Philadelphia Water Dept. PWD SE 9.4 9.7 - 0.21 11.9 9.3 -- 0.28
OHO0024651 | NEORSD Southerly 17.4 0.1 - 0.40 7.9 0.2 - 0.70
IA0044130 Des Moines WRF Metro WRA -- -- -- -- -- -- -- --
NY0026158 | NYCDEP Bowery Bay 3.6 6.5 12.9 2.80 5.9 - 13.3 2.70
OHO0025461 | MSD of Greater Cincinnati Mill Creek 79.0 -- -- -- 100.1 -- -- --




OR0026905 | City of Portland Columbia Blvd 14.1 39.2 -- -- 14.0 -- -- --
TX0077801 | City of San Antonio Dos Rios 2.0 0.4 -- - 2.1 0.3 -- -
NY0027081 | Onondaga Co. Dept. D&S Metro Syracuse 3.1 5.5 -- 0.63 3.2 -- -- 0.84
WA0029581 | City of Seattle King Co. South 10.1 1.6 -- 2.84 4.5 19.7 -- 2.29
TNO0020575 | Nashville Dept. of WSS Central 0.2 2.6 -- -- 43.2 -- -- --
NY0026166 | NYCDEP Owls Head 11.7 15.9 21.4 2.22 14.9 -- 23.2 2.62
OHO0024643 | NEORSD Easterly 39.2 1.1 -- 0.37 36.7 0.8 -- 0.48
PR0023728 | PRASA Bayamon 76.7 -- -- -- 82.5 -- -- --
CA0037702 | East Bay MUD East Bay 133 46.5 55.5 3.68 13.0 43.7 53.7 4.25
TX0047848 | City of Dallas Southside 2.3 0.2 -- -- 1.9 0.2 -- --
NY0026182 | NYCDEP Coney Island 11.9 14.0 18.6 2.36 14.1 -- 19.1 2.61
TN0020711 | City of Memphis Maynard Stiles 37.5 23.6 33.7 7.83 32.7 25.1 39.6 6.01
CA0053911 | CSD of LA Co. San Jose Creek 42. 1.0 -- -- -- 1.2 -- --

ASource is CWNS database. BSource is ECHO database.




EPA’s POTW Screener Questionnaire consists of 24 questions in the following categories:

e Section A Eligibility Confirmation
e Section B POTW Identification
e Section C POTW Operations and Treatment Characteristics

Wastewater facility information is available from a number of existing sources including NPDES permits,
permit Fact Sheets, and the databases identified above: EPA Envirofacts PCS-ICIS, EPA ECHO, and EPA
CWNS. A comparison of the questions in the EPA screener survey with data available in these sources is
summarized in Table 3. Facility NDPES permits and Fact Sheets contain at least some of the general
information required to complete the screener questionnaire. The on-line databases appear to have the
numerical information needed for flows and effluent quality for BOD, ammonia, and nutrients. Of the
24 questions in the screener questionnaire, the databases have information to address C.11, C.21, C.23,
and C.24 in the current EPA survey.



Table 3. Matrix of POTW Screener Questions Compared to Existing Sources of Information

Sources
Question NPDES NPDES ECHO | Envirofacts | CWNS
Permit | Fact Sheet PCS-ICIS

A.1 Municipal Facility Yes/No Possibly Possibly Possibly Likely Possibly
A.2 Ownership? POTW Possibly Possibly Possibly Likely Possibly
A.3 Surface Water Discharge? Yes/No Possibly Possibly Possibly Unlikely Possibly
B.4 Facility Name Unlikely Unlikely Unlikely Possibly Unlikely
B.5 Mailing Address Unlikely Unlikely Unlikely Possibly Unlikely
B.6 Physical Location Unlikely Unlikely Unlikely Possibly Unlikely
B.7 Contact Unlikely Possibly Possibly Unlikely Likely

B.8 Facility Registry Service (FRS) ID Unlikely Unlikely Likely Unlikely Unlikely
B.9 NPDES ID Likely Likely Likely Likely Likely

C.10.a Population Unlikely Unlikely Unlikely Unlikely Likely

C.10.b Seasonal Population Unlikely Unlikely Unlikely Unlikely Unlikely
C.11.a Design Capacity Flow Unlikely Possibly Unlikely Possibly Possibly
C.11.b Peak Design Capacity Flow Unlikely Possibly Unlikely Unlikely Unlikely
C.11.c Average Flow Unlikely Possibly Likely Unlikely Possibly
C.11.d Peak Flow Unlikely Possibly Likely Unlikely Unlikely
C.12 Wastewater Contributions Unlikely Possibly Unlikely Unlikely Possibly
C.13 Collection Systems Unlikely Possibly Unlikely Unlikely Unlikely
C.14 Sources received (“pre-treatment”) | Unlikely Unlikely Unlikely Unlikely Unlikely
C.15 Inflow and Infiltration Unlikely Possibly Unlikely Unlikely Unlikely
C.16 Treatment Works Technologies Unlikely Likely Unlikely Unlikely Possibly
C.17 Design Temperatures Unlikely Unlikely Unlikely Unlikely Unlikely
C.18 Heated? Unlikely Unlikely Unlikely Unlikely Unlikely
C.19 Design and Operation Objectives Unlikely Likely Unlikely Unlikely Unlikely
C.20 Historical and Future Changes Unlikely Unlikely Unlikely Unlikely Unlikely
C.21 BOD and TSS removal requirement Likely Likely Possibly Unlikely Unlikely
C.22.a Outfall Identification Likely Likely Unlikely Unlikely Unlikely
C.22.b Outfall Flow Unlikely Likely Likely Unlikely Unlikely
C.23.a Ammonia Monitoring Locations Likely Likely Possibly Unlikely Unlikely
C.23.b Ammonia Concentrations Unlikely Likely Likely Unlikely Unlikely
C.24.a Nutrient Monitoring Locations Likely Likely Possibly Unlikely Unlikely
C.24.b Nutrient Concentrations Unlikely Likely Likely Unlikely Unlikely

Likely — High certainty in ability to accurately answer this question using this source.
Possibly — Potential to answer this question using this source but the accuracy may be low.
Unlikely — Little to no ability to accurately answer this question using this source.

Additional data sources may be useful in addressing all of the POTW screener questions. The

information in NPDES permits, Fact Sheets, and databases might be combined to complete the
entire screener with the following facility specific information:

=  Wastewater utility web site
= Facility Plan
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=  Pretreatment Report

= NPDES Permit Applications

= EPA Facility Registry Service (FRS): Wastewater Treatment Plants :
https://catalog.data.gov/dataset/epa-facility-registry-service-frs-wastewater-treatment-plants

= Fed Center:

= https://www.fedcenter.gov/assistance/myfacility/

Table 4 summarizes the POTW Screener Questionnaire and identifies additional sources of information.
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Table 4. Potential Sources of Information to Complete POTW Screener Questions

Information Sources

NPDES Online Other Information Sources and
Question Permit | Databases | Comments
or Fact
Sheet
A.1 Municipal Facility? Yes/No Possibly Likely Simple. No additional information
necessary.
A.2 Ownership? POTW? Possibly Likely Simple. No additional information
necessary.
A.3 Surface Water Discharge? Yes/No Possibly | Possibly | Facility contact
B.4 Facility Name Unlikely | Possibly | Facility website or contact
B.5 Mailing Address Unlikely | Possibly | Facility website or contact
B.6 Physical Location Unlikely | Possibly | Facility website or contact
B.7 Contact Possibly | Possibly | Facility website or contact
B.8 Facility Registry Service (FRS) ID Unlikely Likely NPDES Permit
B.9 NPDES ID Likely Likely NPDES Permit
C.10.a Service Population Unlikely Likely Facility Plan
C.10.b Seasonal Population Unlikely | Unlikely | Facility contact
C.11.a Design Capacity Flow Possibly | Possibly | Facility Plan
C.11.b Peak Design Capacity Flow Possibly | Unlikely | Facility Plan
C.11.c Average Flow 2016 Possibly | Possibly | Facility contact. Query databases.
C.11.d Peak Flow Possibly Likely Facility contact. Query databases.
C.12 Wastewater Contributions Unlikely | Possibly | Facility contact. Facility Plan.
C.13 Collection Systems Unlikely | Unlikely | Facility contact
C.14 Industrial/Commercial Sources Unlikely | Unlikely | Facility contact. Pretreatment
Report.
C.15 Inflow and Infiltration Unlikely | Unlikely | Facility contact. Facility Plan.
C.16 Treatment Works Technologies Unlikely | Possibly | Facility contact. Facility Plan.
C.17 Design Temperatures Unlikely | Unlikely | Facility contact. Facility Plan.
C.18 Heated? Unlikely | Unlikely | Facility contact. Facility Plan.
C.19 Design and Operation Objectives Unlikely | Unlikely | Facility contact. Facility Plan.
C.20 Historical and Future Changes Unlikely | Unlikely | Facility contact. Facility Plan.
C.21 BOD and TSS removal requirement Likely Possibly | Query databases
C.22.a Outfall Identification Likely Unlikely | NPDES Permit
C.22.b Outfall Flow Unlikely Likely Query databases
C.23.a Ammonia Monitoring Locations Likely Possibly | Query databases
C.23.b Ammonia Concentrations Unlikely Likely Query databases
C.24.a Nutrient Monitoring Locations Likely Possibly | Query databases
C.24.b Nutrient Concentrations Unlikely Likely Query databases

Likely — High certainty in ability to accurately answer this question using this source.
Possibly — Potential to answer this question using this source but the accuracy may be low.
Unlikely — Little to no ability to accurately answer this question using this source.
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Trials in completing the EPA POTW Screener Questionnaire were conducted for three facilities of varying
size. Technical staff with knowledge of the individual facilities used readily available data sources to
track the time required to complete the questionnaire. Wastewater facilities with capacities ranging
from 6 mgd, to more than 200 mgd, were used in the trials. A summary of the findings from the trials is
presented in Table 5.

EPA has estimated that the reporting and recordkeeping burden for the questionnaire is estimated to
average 3.5 hours per response for 90 percent of utilities and 1.5 hours for 10 percent of facilities
(Federal Register, 2016). The three time trials fell into the range identified by EPA. However, there were
some questions that presented difficulty in the trials and were not completed, or completed with some
difficulty. Interestingly, the challenging questions were common in the three facilities and may be of
limited significance to the key focus of the survey on nutrients. The most difficult questions were the
following:

= (.12 Wastewater Contributions

= (.13 Collection Systems

= (.14 Industrial/Commercial Sources
= (C.15 Inflow and Infiltration

Table 5. Time Trials with EPA’s POTW Screener Questionnaire

- Capacity, T'”?e
Facility Required, Comments
mgd h
ours
A 6 About 2 hours e Relatively Easy
o Eligibility Confirmation (Section A)
o POTW Identification (Section B)
e Moderately Easy
o Population: checked Census data
o Flow: Facility Plan and Discharge Monitoring
Reports (DMRs)
o Outfall: Facility Plan
o Effluent nutrient concentrations: DMRs
e Moderately Difficult
o Collection systems and sources: Facility Plan
o Treatment technologies: Facility plan
o Design and operations objectives: Facility
plan
e Difficult
o Wastewater contributions: Best estimate
o Monitoring locations: Unclear what to report
B 26 About 1 hour e Relatively Easy
with gaps o Foritems related to NPDES permit numbers
remaining. and outfall ID, state correspondence was
Estimated to
require an referenced
additional 2 o Treatment technology
hours to track o Effluent quality
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down
information.

e Moderately Easy
o Population: Best guess
o Design Capacity Flows: Best guess
o Average Flows: Effluent flowmeter
o Wastewater Contributions:
= Residential: Best guess
= Commercial: Best guess
= Industrial: Known for a single large
industry
= Septage: Known based on deliveries
e Moderately Difficult
o Collection System Contributions
= Called account billing staff with
inquiries
o Industrial/Commercial Contributions:
= Called pretreatment staff with
inquiries
e Difficult
o Infiltration/Inflow
= Confused about wet weather
questions
= Reviewed I/l Report

220

About 2 hours
with gaps
remaining.
Estimated to
require an
additional 2
hours to
gather and
analyze
effluent data.

e Relatively Easy
o Addressed many parts of questionnaire with
the following:
=  Facility Plan
= NPDES Permit Application
= LIMS/SCADA Database
e Moderately Difficult
o Question 8: What is an FRS ID number?
=  Couldn’t find and ultimately had to
query EPA database.
o Question 12: Wastewater contribution
percentages were difficult to track down.
=  Categories included in the NPDES
Permit Application didn’t quite
match what is requested in the
survey questionnaire.
o Question 13 Collection System: Similar to
problems addressing Question 12
e Difficult
o Question 14 Industrial/Commercial
=  This took a significant amount of
time to read through the
Pretreatment program documents to
decipher which SIU’s matched which
categories in the survey
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questionnaire.
o Question 15 Infiltration/Inflow
= Anaverage day for inflow is a strange
number; should be a maximum day
value?

Table 6 summarizes the 2016 available data from the 2016 Echo Database to address select questions in
the EPA’s POTW Study Screener. There is a large amount of facility data available on wastewater flows,
BOD, TSS, ammonia, nitrogen, and phosphorus in the database. The summary in Table 6 illustrates the
extent of the data available and a preliminary effort to summarize the effluent nutrient data nationally.
For example, from a query of the 2016 Echo database, there are 1,658 facility records with effluent total
nitrogen data. Of those, 275 facilities report effluent TN < 4 mg N/L, 325 facilities report values of 4to 8
mg N/L, 298 facilities report values of 8 to 12 mg N/L and 619 facilities report values of >12 mg N/L.
There are 3,956 facility records with effluent total phosphorus data. Of those, 643 facilities report
effluent TP < 0.3 mg P/L, 1,114 facilities report values of 0.3 to 1 mg P/L, 1,775 facilities report values of
1 to 4 mg P/L, and 404 facilities report values > 4mg P/L.

Table 6. Select Questions from EPA’s POTW Study Screener and Available Data in Existing Databases

2016 POTW Study Screener Questionnaire Source of Data and Records

Question Number

Question Available

C.11 “What are the design capacity, average daily and respective peak flows (MGD) of
your treatment works in 20167 Do not include additional capacity used for primary
treatment only.”

2016 Echo Database Query
Average Flow Daily 8,731 Facility Records with
Average Flows from 0.1 to 726
mgd
2016 Echo Database Query
Peak Flow 8,731 Facility Records with Peak
Flows from 0 to 1,402 mgd
C.21 “Does your treatment works have biochemical oxygen demand (BOD) and/or total
suspended solids (TSS) percent removal provisions in its permit?
7
Yes
7
No”
Record Number facilities with BOD and/or TSS | 2016 Echo Database Query
limits 10,613 Facility Records with
BOD and TSS Limits
C.23 “Indicate in Table 5 if and where your treatment works monitors for ammonia. If your

treatment works does not monitor for ammonia, please select ‘No’ for all
responses.”

Average 2016 Ammonia Concentrations 2016 Echo Database Query
7,151 Facility Records with
Effluent Ammonia Data

Ranges Records
<0.1 mg/L 315
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0.1-<1
mg/L 3,425

1-3mg/L 1,417
>=3 mg/L 1,435
No Value 559

C.24 “Indicate in Table 7 if and where your treatment works monitors for nutrients other
than ammonia. If your treatment works does not monitor for any of the additional
nutrients, please select ‘No’ for all responses”.

2016 Echo Database Query
1,658 Facility Records with
Effluent Total Nitrogen Data

Ranges Records

Average 2016 Total Nitrogen (TN) <j: m<géL 2rs
Concentrations mg/L 325

8-<12
mg/L 298

>=12 mg/L 619
No Value 141

2016 Echo Database Query
3,956 Facility Records with
Effluent Total Phosphorus Data

Ranges Records

Average 2016 Total Phosphorus (TP) <0.3 mg/L 643
Concentrations 03-<1
mg/L 1114

1-<4 mg/L 1775
>=4 mg/L 404
No Value 0

A summary of lessons learned has been prepared from experiences gained in surveying more than 30
wastewater discharges to a large estuary. The purpose of the survey was to gather information for use
in evaluating potential optimization and upgrade opportunities to reduce nutrient discharges. This
information may be valuable to others planning to conduct similar evaluations on a watershed basis.
Furthermore, this experience may provide valuable insights on potential challenges that may be
encountered while compiling and analyzing the nationwide survey results.

A summary of the top lessons learned from this experience is as follows:

1) Getting the plant loadings correct is key to understanding current conditions and
establishing a basis for further analysis. When little nutrient monitoring information is
available, such as when plants sample infrequently and there’s limited data (for example
only sample 1X/month), the basis for analysis is tenuous.

2) The perception of the purpose for gathering the survey information and how it will be used
is influential and may shape the responses and accuracy of the information received.
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3)

Experience has shown that it takes on average 2 to 3 phone calls, or direct contacts with
individual treatment plants, to illicit complete responses, sort out questions, and address
details of the survey.

It’s important to understand existing treatment objectives because descriptors like
Secondary Treatment vs. Advanced Treatment do not tell the whole story of the process
configuration. Some plants are comprised of portions of advanced treatment and portions
secondary. Also, the treatment processes and configuration may change seasonally.

The structure of discharge permit effluent limits may influence the information gathered in
a survey. Averaging periods and Load v. Concentration based limits, etc. impact on how a
plant operates, and consequently on the effluent performance data.

Reclamation and reuse complicate effluent quantities. In some cases, the effluent flows are
significantly reduced from influent flows. Reuse applications also make a difference in the
sense that in some cases the reclaimed water comes back to the facility. For example,
reclaimed water used for power plant cooling water is returned to the treatment plant in
concentrated form, sometimes with different nutrients or nutrient speciation.

Individual facilities are very unique. Even after requesting historical plant performance data,
compiling it, and spending a day with each individual facility, there are still numerous
communication exchanges required to fully understand the effluent data and develop
individual nutrient reduction strategies.

Individual facility operational histories and personal preferences may limit what
modifications can be done to existing facilities to reduce nutrient discharges. Options such
as “splitting the plant into two” with one side reducing nutrients and the other side
maintaining secondary treatment, may be a viable optimization strategy, but may be
unacceptable to some. It may be important to develop a metric for the willingness to change
and/or improve to do new things, such as nutrient removal, in order to evaluate the
potential for optimization efforts.

The decision to implement opportunities for nutrient reduction may be challenging for plant
managers. The costs for potential nutrient optimization efforts may not be insignificant.
Modifications may result in facility changes that are inconsistent with long term objectives
such as plans for future upgrades, treatment capacity reserved for future growth, or
capacity allocated to existing (industrial or residential) customers that needs to be
preserved.

Most plant operations are primarily focused on meeting existing discharge limits. Some
utilities may be reluctant to pursue nutrient optimization for a number of reasons, including
existing treatment process challenges, aversion to risks, avoidance of distractions, diversion
from prime compliance objectives, resource limitations, etc.

A great deal of existing information is available in on-line databases to address at least some of the
guestions most pertinent to secondary treatment and effluent nutrient concentrations in EPA’s POTW
Screener Questionnaire. This information can be queried and facility specific data for effluent BOD,

ammonia, nitrogen, and phosphorus can be analyzed without conducting a new nationwide survey.
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Further, analysis of the existing databases has revealed that effluent nutrient data is available from only
a relatively small number of POTWs compared to the very large number of total POTWs nationwide.
Compiling information for the entire POTW Screener Questionnaire for the facilities that actually have
effluent nutrient data might be undertaken by other approaches that do not require a mandatory survey
using Section 308 authority.

The analysis presented in this report demonstrates that the large Echo Database can be downloaded
and queried to extract treatment plant effluent monitoring data as numerical fields for individual
facilities. There is a large amount data on ammonia, nitrogen species, and phosphorus in the database
for POTWs that actually have that data. One of the interesting findings is that while the 2016 Echo
Database includes more than 84,000 NPDES permitted discharges, and about 30,000 of those are for
wastewater treatment facilities, there are far fewer facilities with nutrient data (<4,000).

The questions in EPA’s POTW Study Screener Questionnaire related to effluent concentrations have
been analyzed with queries of the 2015 and 2016 Echo Database. Screener questions C.11, C.21, C.23,
and C.24 address flow, BOD, nitrogen and phosphorus and can be addressed now using queries of
existing databases. For example, from a query of the 2016 Echo database, there are 1,658 facility
records with effluent total nitrogen data. Grouping the nitrogen data into EPA’s ranges from the
Screener Questionnaire, there are 275 facilities reporting effluent TN < 4 mg/L, 325 facilities reporting 4
to 8 mg/L, 298 facilities reporting 8 to 12 mg/L and 619 facilities reporting >12 mg/L. There are 3,956
facility records with effluent total phosphorus data. Grouping the phosphorus data into EPA’s ranges
from the Screener Questionnaire, there are 643 facilities reporting effluent TP < 0.3 mg/L, 1,114 facilities
reporting 0.3 to 1 mg/L, 1,775 facilities reporting 1 to 4 mg/L, and 404 facilities reporting > 4mg/L.

There are far fewer facilities with nutrient data available compared to the total number of
approximately 30,000 POTWs nationwide. The 2016 Echo Database has 7,151 facility records with
effluent ammonia data. Further, there are less than 4,000 facilities with phosphorus data and less than
2,000 facilities with nitrogen data. Alternative approaches to gathering the information requested in
EPA’s POTW Study Screener Questionnaire from existing sources may be more viable with a smaller
number of facilities that warrant investigation. Narrowing the investigation to the smaller number of
facilities that actually have effluent nutrient data allows time and resources to be focused on the most
relevant considerations related to nutrients. Especially if it is recognized in advance that reconciling the
details and analyzing the information will require clarifications that cannot be gathered in a survey in
order to achieve the broader objective of more fully understanding secondary treatment and nutrient
removal.

It may be more difficult to use existing database sources to address the more general questions in the
Screener Questionnaire, such as treatment process descriptions and design capacities. Generally, the
Fact Sheet or Statement of Basis that supports the NPDES permit will have the Permit Writers’ analysis
of a treatment plant and be a good source of this type of facility design information. NPDES permits and
Fact Sheets are commonly, but not always, available on-line. Permit application packages can also be
useful sources of facility information, although they are seldom available on-line. The Permit Compliance
System (PCS) and Integrated Compliance Information System (ICIS) databases may also have some of
this information. Completing all of the Screener Questionnaire may require review of individual facility
site specific information such as wastewater utility web sites, facility plans, pretreatment reports,
infiltration/inflow studies, NPDES permit applications, etc.
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It is recommended that consideration be given to utilizing existing sources of information and focused
wastewater utility information review, and contacts as needed, to compile the information sought in the
POTW Screener Questionnaire for the facilities that actually have effluent nutrient data. Mining of
existing databases can be used to rapidly gather and analyze effluent quality data for the limited number
of facilities that actually have nutrient data available. This will reduce the number of facilities to
evaluate, can be undertaken expeditiously, and avoids the need for a new mandatory survey. In this
way, investigators can move more expeditiously to the subsequent steps of further exploring secondary
treatment and nutrient removal where the analysis can be focused on the most relevant considerations
and move beyond the general information in the POTW Screener Questionnaire.
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