Southern California Coastal Waters Research Program

Web Page: http://www.sccwrp.org

General Background

“The Southern California Coastal Water Research Project Authority (SCCWRP) is a joint powers agency focusing on marine environmental research. A joint powers agency is one that is formed when several government agencies have a common mission that can be better addressed by pooling resources and knowledge. In our case, the common mission is to gather the necessary scientific information so that our member agencies can effectively, and cost-efficiently, protect the Southern California marine environment.

“SCCWRP is governed by a nine member commission that includes representatives of city, county, state, and federal government agencies responsible for monitoring and protecting the marine environment, including the cities of Los Angeles and San Diego; the County Sanitation Districts of Los Angeles and Orange Counties; the Los Angeles, San Diego, and Santa Ana Regional Water Quality Control Boards; the State Water Resources Control Board, and the US Environmental Protection Agency. Our commission represents a unique partnership of members that discharge to the ocean and those that regulate discharge, working together to protect the marine environment.

“SCCWRP was formed in 1969 to address our limited knowledge of the effects of wastewater and other discharges to the Southern California coastal marine environment. SCCWRP has evolved through the years to become a recognized leader in marine environmental research, providing innovative leadership in the marine sciences, developing new methods for monitoring the marine environment, defining the mechanisms by which biota are potentially affected by anthropogenic inputs to the marine environment, and fostering communication among marine scientists. One of the keys to SCCWRP’s success is the multi-disciplinary composition of its technical staff; SCCWRP maintains internationally recognized units in analytical chemistry, benthic ecology, fish biology, and toxicology, providing ready access to the range of skills needed to address complex problems.

“SCCWRP has published more than 100 technical report and has produced nearly 150 papers in scientific journals. SCCWRP has also served as a important resource for visiting scientists, including those from as far away as Brazil, New Zealand and Australia.” 

[“SCCWRP History” in SCCWRP web page http://www.sccwrp.org/about/history.htm maintained by Larry Cooper. Last updated Sept. 16, 1998]

The staff of SCCWRP includes an executive director, 4 principle investigators, 11 additional researchers and technicians, a marine programs coordinator, a laboratory coordinator, an administrative officer, an administrative analyst, an administrative assistant, a statistician/GIS specialist, and an information management coordinator.

[“Who’s Who at SCCWRP” in SCCWRP web page http://www.sccwrp.org/about/whoswho.htm maintained by Larry Cooper. Last updated Sept. 16, 1998]

Background of Regional Monitoring

“In 1989, the National Research Council (NRC) conducted a review of marine environmental monitoring programs in the Southern California Bight and found that $17 million is spent annually on marine monitoring, but that it was not possible to provide an integrated assessment of the status of the Southern California coastal marine environment. Most monitoring was associated with NPDES permit requirements and directed towards addressing questions about site-specific discharge sources. As a result, most monitoring in the Bight was restricted to an area covering less than 5% of the Bight, making it difficult to draw conclusions about the Bight as a whole. The limited spatial extent of monitoring was also found to limit the quality of local-scale assessments, since the boundaries of most monitoring programs did not match the spatial and temporal boundaries of the important physical and biological processes in the Bight.

“NRC further found that there was a lack of coordination among existing programs, with substantial differences in the parameters measured among programs preventing integration of data. Even when the same parameters were examined, they were often measured with different methodologies or with different (or unknown) levels of quality assurance. Moreover, NRC found that even when the same parameters were measured in the same way, substantial differences in data storage systems among monitoring programs limited access to the data for more comprehensive assessment.”

[“Why Conduct Regional Monitoring?” in SCCWRP web page http://www.sccwrp.org/regional/why.htm maintained by Larry Cooper. Last updated Sept. 16, 1998]

SCCWRP led 13 organizations in conducting the Southern California Bight Pilot Project in 1994 in which regional monitoring was conducted on chemistry, toxicity, benthic infauna, and fish assemblages at 261 sites between Point Conception and the Mexican border. A second 1998 Regional Survey is currently being planned. Sampling in both 1994 and 1998 is based upon the  USEPA Environmental Monitoring and Assessment Program. The following indicators were used in 1994: Biological response (benthic infaunal assemblages, fish assemblages, fish external pathology, fish tissue contaminants), Pollutant exposure (sediment contaminants, sediment toxicity,   dissolved oxygen, marine debris) and Habitat condition (sediment characteristics, salinity, temperature, depth, transmissivity). 

For the 1994 a Steering Committee was created to organize the Southern California Bight Pilot Project. The Steering Committee was supported by five technical subcommittees, which were responsible for addressing the technical details associated with each indicator group. These groups prepared sections of the methods and QA manuals specific to their areas of expertise. They also conducted data analysis of their indicators, with their reports subject to Steering Committee review.

Copies of the 1994 and 1998 workplans and quality assurance documents are available on the web site.

Interview

A phone interview was conducted  on Oct. 1, 1998 with Steve Weisberg, Executive Director of the Southern California Coastal Water Research Project. The interview focused specifically on the regional monitoring conducted in 1994 and being planned again in 1998. 

Steve Weisberg, Executive Director

Southern California Coastal Water Research Project

7171 Fenwick Lane

Westminster, CA 92683

Phone (714) 894 - 2222

Fax (714) 894 - 9699

stevew@sccwrp.org
Following is a summary of the notes taken during that interview.

SCCWRP is an organization jointly administered by the largest dischargers and by the regulators of the dischargers.  There are 4 municipalities involved which represent the bulk of the materials going into the waters. By being jointly administered by both sides, SCCWRP has gained the perception of being impartial and has earned greater credibility.

The National Research Council reviewed the state of monitoring in both the Southern California Bight and in Chesapeake Bay.  Their reported strongly criticized monitoring in the Southern California Bight as being inefficient with large gaps where no monitoring was being done.

SCCWRP got discharger managers and regulatory agencies to agree to a coordinated regional monitoring effort in 1994 and 1998.  They did this by focusing on maintaining cost neutrality, and by emphasizing benefits to all sides.  SCCWRP was able to get $3 million to cover the cost of the monitoring effort by getting regulators and discharges to agree on reallocation of money in 1994 and 1998.  The dischargers didn’t mind reallocating funds as long as,


1) there was agreement from the regulatory agencies


2) it didn’t cost more money


3) it served a good purpose


4) it would increase their ability to get answers to questions.

This was achieved through a partnership between regulators and dischargers. It should be noted that participation in the program was entirely volunteer.

In 1994 the effort focused on getting the main dischargers to participate.  In 1998 once success had been shown in the 1994 effort, the process was opened up to include additional organizations. In 1998 55 organizations are participating.

Funding is nearly all from local funds – mainly provided through reallocation of funds by the dischargers.  The state of California contributed $100,000 and an additional $10,000 was given by EPA to support the scientists in Mexico who were involved.

Standardizing QA/QC protocols was a major component of the monitoring of the “State of the Bight”. The program first focused on getting the largest dischargers to agree to standardize protocols. Once the largest dischargers agreed, it was easier to get other groups involved. 

Another key element for success was that SCCWRP got everyone invested in the process including upper management. Upper management in turn encouraged their scientists to get involved in the process. SCCWRP developed a process that empowered scientists to identify problems regarding regional monitoring and to solve the problems themselves with the support of upper management.

SCCWRP organized a Regional Monitoring Steering Committee of mid-level scientists/managers who typically were overseeing about 20 scientists within their own organizations.  The Steering Committee established what the questions were regarding regional monitoring.

Eight Technical Committees were organized under the Steering Committee. Any member of the Steering Committee can appoint a member to any Technical Committee. Each Technical Committee was responsible for developing the details for how the monitoring would be conducted in their discipline.  Some Technical Committees even formed subcommittees. For example the Chemistry Technical Committee formed three subcommittees. 

Each Technical Committee is responsible for developing a work plan and an intercalibration program in its discipline.  They develop either a methods standardization manual or a performance measures manual. For example, the benthic technical committee chose to standardize methods whereas the team dealing with PCB’s chose to standardize performance measures since different labs were already heavily invested in different equipment. These reports should be available on the SCCWRP web page within a few weeks. These reports are then returned to the Steering committee who checks to determine if the technical committee’s plan makes sense and to make sure that the intercalibration plan is not simply choosing the simplest level of quality that all groups can meet. They also check on timing and financing of the plans.

Intercalibration exercises are being used to test and compare performance among groups.  Such exercises used both standardized samples and local samples.  One comment was that labs can show good calibration of results with standardized samples but show a decrease in variability of results using less “clean” local samples. 

The scientists from the many programs have greatly enjoyed working on this regional monitoring project and working with the intercalibration exercises. This regional monitoring project has given them the opportunity to work on something new and to participate in publications.  The scientists have taken the intercalibration exercises very seriously and have worked hard to get through all the difficulties. One of the biggest problems is that now upper managers are complaining that their scientists are having too much fun working on the new regional monitoring and they want to know when they can get them back to their regular work.

