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1 INTRODUCTION AND REGULATORY BACKGROUND 
 

The waters of the Dominguez Channel and the Ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach in the San 
Pedro Bay have enormous economic, recreational and habitat value and fail to meet water quality 
standards.  The California Regional Water Quality Control Board, Los Angeles Region 
(Regional Board) has developed this total maximum daily load (TMDL) to attain the water 
quality standards for the Dominguez Channel and greater Los Angeles and Long Beach Harbors 
waters.  The TMDL has been prepared pursuant to state and federal requirements. 
  
The California Water Quality Control Plan, Los Angeles Region (Basin Plan) sets standards for 
surface waters and ground waters in the Coastal Watersheds of Los Angeles and Ventura 
Counties.  These standards are comprised of designated beneficial uses for surface and ground 
water, numeric and narrative objectives necessary to support beneficial uses, and the state’s 
antidegradation policy.  Such standards are mandated for all waterbodies within the state under 
the Porter-Cologne Water Quality Act and the Federal Clean Water Act.  In addition, the Basin 
Plan describes implementation programs to protect all waters in the region.  The Basin Plan 
implements the Porter-Cologne Water Quality Act (also known as the “California Water Code”) 
and serves as the State Water Quality Control Plan as required pursuant to the federal Clean 
Water Act (CWA). 
 
Section 305(b) of the CWA mandates biennial assessment of the nation’s water resources, and 
these water quality assessments are used to identify and list impaired waters.  CWA requires that 
each State “shall identify those waters within its boundaries for which the effluent limitations are 
not stringent enough to implement any water quality objective applicable to such waters.”  The 
resulting list is referred to as the 303(d) list.  The CWA also requires states to establish a priority 
ranking for impaired waters and to develop and implement Total Maximum Daily Loads 
(TMDL).  A TMDL specifies the maximum amount of a pollutant that a waterbody can receive 
and still meet water quality standards, and allocates pollutant loadings to point and non-point 
sources.  The elements of a TMDL are described in 40 CFR 130.2 and 130.7 and Section 303(d) 
of the CWA, as well as in the USEPA guidance (USEPA, 2000a).  A TMDL is also required to 
account for seasonal variations and include a margin of safety to address uncertainty in the 
analysis (USEPA, 2000a). 
 
States must develop water quality management plans to implement the TMDL (40 CFR 130.6).  
The USEPA has oversight authority for the 303(d) program and is required to review and either 
approve or disapprove the TMDLs submitted by states.  The State submits TMDLs to USEPA 
for review and approval pursuant to CWA section 303(d), and section 303(c) as appropriate. In 
California, the State Water Resources Control Board (State Board) and the nine Regional Water 
Quality Control Boards are responsible for preparing lists of impaired waterbodies under the 
303(d) program and for preparing TMDLs, both subject to USEPA approval.  If USEPA 
disapproves a TMDL submitted by a state, USEPA is required to establish a TMDL for that 
water body.  The Regional Boards also hold regulatory authority for many of the instruments 
used to implement the TMDLs, such as the National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System 
(NPDES) permits and state-specified Waste Discharge Requirements (WDRs).  
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A consent decree between the USEPA, the Santa Monica BayKeeper and Heal the Bay Inc., 
represented by the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC), was signed on March 22, 1999 
(consent decree). This consent decree requires that all TMDLs, as required by the 1998 303(d) 
list, for the Los Angeles Region be adopted within 13 years. For the purpose of scheduling 
TMDL development, the consent decree combined the more than 700 water body-pollutant 
combinations into 92 TMDL analytical units and also prescribed schedules for certain TMDLs.   
 
Specific water body-pollutant combinations for Dominguez Channel and greater Los Angeles 
and Long Beach Harbor waters were identified as impaired on the 1996, 1998, 2002, 2006 and 
2008/2010 California 303(d) lists (LA RWQCB, 1996, 1998, 2002, 2007, 2010).  The final 
2008/2010 list of impaired water body-pollutant combinations for Dominguez Channel and 
greater Los Angeles and Long Beach Harbor waters is contained in Table 2-7.  
 
On Sept. 2, 2010, the U.S. District Court approved a modification to the consent decree which 
added and removed certain pollutants from certain Analytical Units from the consent decree-
required TMDLs for the Harbor waters.  Analytical units (AU) 73, 74, 75 and 78 are addressed 
via these Harbor Toxics TMDLs.  However, parts of two AUs are not addressed in this TMDL 
project - Copper and lead in Wilmington Drain which is part of AU 75 and Chlordane, DDT and 
PCBs in Machado Lake which is part of AU 73. A separate TMDL for Chlordane, DDT and 
PCBs in Machado Lake was approved by the Regional Board in September of 2010.  The 
September 2010 modification of the consent decree included a finding of non-impairment for 
copper and lead in Wilmington Drain; these impairments will also be removed from the 303(d) 
list when sufficient data is available to de-list in accordance with the State Listing Policy.   

 
The TMDLs for Dominguez Channel and greater Los Angeles/Long Beach Harbor waters will 
be established in a Basin Plan Amendment and are therefore subject to Public Resources Code 
Section 21083.9 that requires California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) Scoping and 
Analysis to be conducted for Regional Projects. CEQA Scoping involves identifying a range of 
project/program related actions, alternatives, mitigation measures, and significant effects to be 
analyzed in an EIR or its Substitute Environmental Documents (SEDs).  On September 21, 2006 
a CEQA Scoping meeting was held to present and discuss the foreseeable potential 
environmental impacts of compliance with the TMDLs for Dominguez Channel and greater Los 
Angeles/Long Beach Harbor waters at the Los Angeles Regional Water Quality Control Board.  
Input from all stakeholders and interested parties were solicited for consideration in the 
development of the CEQA environmental analysis.  
 
Metals TMDLs have already been completed for Los Angeles River, San Gabriel River and Los 
Cerritos Channel; therefore, metal pollutant allocations have been defined to restore beneficial 
uses in these watersheds.  These three watersheds also contribute freshwater to the greater 
LA/LB Harbor waters, primarily the LA River Estuary and eastern San Pedro Bay.  
 

2 Problem Statement 
 
The waters of Dominguez Channel, Dominguez Channel estuary, Torrance Lateral Channel 
(sometimes referred to as Torrance Carson Channel), Los Angeles and Long Beach Harbors 
(including Inner and Outer Harbor, Main Channel, Consolidated Slip, Southwest Slip, Fish 
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Harbor, Cabrillo Marina, Inner Cabrillo Beach), San Pedro Bay and Los Angeles River Estuary 
are impaired by heavy metals and organic pollutants.  More specifically, each of these water 
bodies are included on the 303(d) list for one or more of the following pollutants: cadmium, 
chromium, copper, mercury, lead, zinc, chlordane, dieldrin, toxaphene, DDT, PCBs, and certain 
PAH compounds.  These impairments may exist in one or more environmental media—water, 
sediments or tissue.  This section provides an overview of water quality criteria and guidelines 
applicable to the above waterbodies and reviews the fish tissue, and sediment and water quality 
data compiled for the purpose of these TMDLs. 
 
2.1 Environmental Setting 
 
This report addresses water quality in Dominguez Channel and waters associated with greater 
Los Angeles and Long Beach Harbor (“greater Los Angeles and Long Beach Harbor waters”).  
Specifically, the greater Los Angeles/Long Beach Harbor waters include Inner and Outer Harbor, 
Consolidated Slip, Fish Harbor, Cabrillo Marina, Inner Cabrillo Beach, Los Angeles River 
estuary, and San Pedro Bay (Figure 2-1).  Dominguez Channel includes the Dominguez Channel 
Estuary and Torrance Lateral Channel (Figure 2-2). 
 
 

 
Figure 2-1. Dominguez Channel and greater Los Angeles and Long Beach Harbor waters. 
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Figure 2-2. Dominguez Channel sub-watershed areas 
(Source: MEC Analytical; note: boxes in the figure refer to additional figures within the original MEC Analytical 
report)  
 
 
2.1.1 Watersheds and Land Use 

The watershed of the Dominguez Channel and the Los Angeles and Long Beach Harbors is an 
important industrial, commercial and residential area with unique and important historical and 
environmental resources.  The area includes 21 municipalities within and including Los Angeles 
County and roughly 1 million residents.  Prior to its development, the area was largely marshland 
and now almost no wetland or original coastline exists.  Water quality decreased with increased 


