
Drought worsening inland water quality 

Deborah Sullivan Brennan, The San Diego Union-Tribune, 5-10-16 

San Diego County’s inland water quality is suffering amid the ongoing drought, according to a new San 
Diego Coastkeeper report that found high amounts of bacteria and low oxygen levels in the region’s creeks 
and streams.  

Coastkeeper’s 2015 Water Quality Report, released Tuesday, ranked the area’s inland water quality as fair 
to poor, with no watershed earning “good” or “excellent” status.  

The county’s northern watersheds — including San Luis Rey, Carlsbad, San Dieguito and Los Peñasquitos 
— received “fair” ratings. Most central and southern watersheds including San Diego, Pueblo, Sweetwater 
and Otay, received marks of “marginal,” while the Tijuana area was rated “poor.” 

After four dry years, San Diego remains in a state of extreme drought, although rainfall for the year to date 
is closer to normal than the preceding years, with 7.85 inches recorded at Lindbergh Field, compared to an 
average of 10.01 inches, said Brett Albright, a meteorologist with the National Weather Service. 

Without enough rain, the flushing and churning needed for normal stream function may be impaired, 
contributing to worsening water quality. 

Coastkeeper compiled the report using data from about 360 samples taken at various sites throughout the 
year, with the help of nearly 200 volunteers. Each sample was tested for three different bacteria counts, 
dissolved oxygen, nitrates, temperature, pH, and other measures. 

What jumped out most were fecal indicator bacteria, including E. coli and enterococcus bacteria, which flag 
possible water contamination. These common bacteria don’t necessarily cause disease themselves, but can 
signal the presence of other harmful microbes that lead to ear infections, rashes and stomach ailments 
among swimmers. 

“We saw very high levels of fecal indicators this year, with 75 percent having unsafe levels,” said 
Coastkeeper program manager Travis Pritchard. “After a rainstorm, almost all come back with high fecal 
indicators.” 

These bacteria are responsible for beach closures, and can also make it unsafe to fish. They typically come 
from urban runoff, although in specific places, such as La Jolla Cove or La Jolla Children’s Pool, they may 
be linked to marine mammals and other wildlife. 

For more details of the water quality report, click here. 

The Tijuana River area registered the worst water quality because of raw sewage and trash flows into the 
waterway during wet weather, according to San Diego County’s website. As of May 6, beach closures have 
been in effect between the border and Coronado because of that problem. 

“That shows us that our rivers are not safe to swim, so that’s a concern for us,” Pritchard said. “And what 
our data is showing is that a lot of our beach closures are coming from fecal indicator bacteria in our 
watersheds, which are coming from our communities, and not necessarily from seals and birds and such.” 



New regional rules approved in 2013 aim to tackle the problem, said David Barker, a supervising engineer 
with the San Diego Regional Water Quality Control Board. The rules, which will take effect over the next 
15 years, divide the region into distinct watersheds, and regulate pollution across city and county 
boundaries. 

“There’s some very, very stringent requirements to reduce bacteria to waterways, as a condition of the 
stormwater permit,” Barker said. 

Coastkeeper’s water monitoring also showed low dissolved oxygen in 31 percent of samples, a sign that the 
streams aren’t healthy for fish, insects and other aquatic life. 

“Think about what lives in the stream — the bugs and the fish — all the wildlife that uses the stream as its 
habitat.” Pritchard said. “Low oxygen is really an indicator of a collapsed ecosystem.” 

Oxygen levels rise when high amounts of nutrients, such as agricultural fertilizers or lawn amendments, 
trigger growth of algae. These blooms kill other aquatic plants, and then die off themselves. Bacteria that 
consume the rotting vegetation siphon oxygen from the water, perpetuating the cycle of death and decay. 

Drought conditions also slow the flows of waterways and raise their temperature, strangling San Diego 
streams, the Coastkeeper report stated. 

“With really warm, low slow-moving flows, we’re not seeing the turbulent mixing that needs to happen to 
enrich the stream with oxygen,” Pritchard said. 

The failing freshwater ecosystems threaten the food web that supports freshwater creatures, along with the 
birds, mammals and other animals that depend on them. And high bacteria loads compromise the ocean 
waters that San Diegans count on for business and recreation. 

“With high bacteria and low oxygen, those waters are neither fishable nor swimmable,” Pritchard said. 

Tom Mills, a Coastkeeper volunteer who helps conduct water monitoring about once a month, said the 
program can help San Diegans make better choices about what they do about runoff, or how they care for 
their lawns and yards. 

“Since San Diego depends on imported water, people think if you can’t see it, then it doesn’t impact them,” 
Mills said. “But what Coastkeeper does is get that information out to the public about what our water 
quality issues are around the county, so people can mitigate it.”  


