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Water Main Breaks
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If you have ever seen a water main break, water pouring down the street, you can imagine that there are somewhat
dramatic repercussions. A water main refers to the underground piping that deliveries water to residences, with
water coming from a reservoir or pumping
station. In residential areas the pipes typically
run under the streets, and are under
considerable pressure. Main breaks occur due to
a variety of factors such as external corrosion of
the pipe, sudden temperature changes, or simply
aging infrastructure. Due to the pressure in the
pipe the water will flow until the hole or crack is
fixed, which can sometimes result in huge
quantities of water flowing into the streets and
flooding nearby areas. The leaked water
eventually ends up in our creeks and streams via
storm drains, and has serious environmental
repercussions.
Our drinking water is treated with disinfectants
such as Chloramines, which are fatal to fish, in order to adhere to the EPA’s water quality requirements. Chlorine is
a secondary disinfectant used by several public water systems in the U.S. to treat water, including our water supplier,
the East Bay Municipal Utility District (EBMUD). Chloramines are
ammonia bonded to chlorine and used in part because of its ability to resist
breaking down in the presence of water. After a water main breaks, the
treated water flows downhill to storm drains, which flow unfiltered to
creeks and there harm local wildlife. The presence of chloramines is deadly
to fish; the chemical passes through their gills, and once absorbed into the
blood stream reacts with the hemoglobin. The chloramines alter the
hemoglobin to methemoglobin, which makes it impossible to absorb
oxygen effectively, thus killing the fish.
The Bay Area has encountered many water main breaks and the issue is at the heart of many other local creek
organizations. Just less than a month ago a member of Friends of Sausal Creek, Dr. Matt Cover, witnessed the
aftermath of a water main break at Sausal Creek in Dimond Park. The drinking water flowed through the creek,
clouding up the water and impacting the wildlife species; Matt observed two dead trout as well as a trout struggling
to survive at the surface. This is common after water contaminated with chloramines infiltrates fish habitat. Before
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the fish dies, it will struggle to maintain oxygen levels and
can be observed gasping at the water’s surface. Read
more about the Sausal Creek water main break here.) For
more information about reporting creek issues, please
visit http://www.spawners.org/about/resources/.
It’s not just water main breaks that bring our treated
drinking water to the creeks. While old and leaky pipes
are not as flashy as main breaks and often go unnoticed,
they still impact the creeks, and often for long periods of
time. Washing your car in the street also brings
chloramines to the creek (along with whatever soap
you’re using to clean your car), as does watering your
lawn. However, you can combine these activities to reduce the amount of treated drinking water reaching the creek:
wash your car on your lawn!
It is important to be aware of water main breaks or leaks and report any water leak you may witness in the street.
The East Bay Municipal Utility District, EBMUD, is responsible for providing drinking water to Alameda and
Contra Costa Counties. EBMUD is the best place to call at 1-866-40-EBMUD in case of a leak in the street. In
responding to a leak, EDMUD uses straw wattles and treatment tablets that strip the chloramines from the water
being released from the broken pipe before it reaches storm drains, creeks, streams or the Bay. However, these
measures are not always enough to slow the large amounts of water before it reaches storm drains. The most
effective method to avoid future leaks is to replace aging and outdated piping systems. While EDMUD has replaced
some of its pipelines in order to improve water service and reduce water loss, more effort is needed to continue to
work on this issue.

A Special Visit
The author of the above article is Sarah
Haselton (in the brown coat at the left in
this picture). Sarah was part of a special
event that took place at our Wilkie Creek
site on January 23rd. We were visited by
descendents of local Native American
groups, who came to look over the work we
have been doing. Next to Sarah is Corrina
Gould, Spokesperson for the Confederated
Villages of Lisjan, which consists of
descendents of Nothern Yokuts, Napian,
Plains Miwok, Bay Miwok, and Ohlone.
Corrina is also one of the founders of the
Sogorea Te Land Trust (www.sogoreatelandtrust.com) and is a Chochenyo and
Karkin Ohlone woman. Next to her is her
daughter, Deja, who is the “Language Holder” for the Chochenyo language (spoken by the local Huichin, who once
lived in the El Sobrante area). With others, Deja is working on building a Chochenyo dictionary. She is holding her
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daughter, Amné. Deja told us that the Chochenyo
word for “creek” is “rummey” (pronounced roomay).
The others in the photo are, from back, left to right:
Judy Ward, James “Doc” Hale, and Mairead Owens.
Mairead has taken the lead in reaching out to the local
Native American population in order to learn from
them, and to expand their awareness of the nature
work that is being done in the area that was once
theirs for thousands of years. Corrina and her
daughter seemed genuinely impressed with the work
we were doing. Seemingly impressed, too, was Doc
Hale, who had never seen our Wilkie Creek site, and
pronounced our grounds and teaching areas first-rate.
The healthy look of the creek itself impressed him,
and he was surprised to learn that this little creek,
which is fed by a spring in the hills above “Cheese
Park,” runs year-round, and never runs dry. Doc
Hale is a wildlife biologist, ecological consultant, and
ethnobiologist and we have been fortunate to have his
counsel on many of our activities. He has also led
many of our walks. Fish-counting is also one of his
specialties, and he offered his services to investigate
the presence of fish (most likely stickleback minnows
or California roach) in our little creek. Until now, we
have been unable to verify the presence of fish in this
stretch of the creek (though roach do seem to inhabit
parts of the stream closer to the intersection with San
Pablo Creek), so we plan on taking up Doc’s offer in
the near future.

directors, as well as a long-time member of the
Friends of the Library.

El Sobrante Citizen of the Year:
Judy Ward

We are lucky to have Judy Ward as a member of
SPAWNERS and as an honored citizen of our
community of El Sobrante.

At its Board of Directors
Installation Dinner on
January 25th, our own
Judy Ward was honored
by the El Sobrante
Chamber of Commerce
as El Sobrante’s “Citizen
of the Year” for 2019.
Judy, as many of you
know, has been a
member of SPAWNERS since its founding in 2000.
She is also a member of the Chamber board of

Judy has been tireless in her support of SPAWNERS’
mission of protecting and preserving our local creek
watershed. At our workdays and other events, she is
often the first one on the scene, making sure that the
volunteers are supplied with tools and gloves; she also
takes care that cold water and goodies (which she
often makes herself) are on hand. She is that essential
person, that every successful organization needs, who
makes sure that all the arrangements are foreseen and
taken care of. She does this so easily and routinely,
that we forget just how dependent we are on her
careful and loving attention to the day-to-day details
of running our group.
As
mentioned,
Judy is also a
long-term
member of
the Friends
of the
Library,
whose mission it is to collect and sell used books to
support children’s programs at the El Sobrante
Library. In the above photo, we see Judy receiving an
award from the Friends group from their president,
and editor of the Chamber of Commerce newsletter,
Martha Booz.

First SPAWNERS Talk of the New Year!
SPAWNERS kicked off the new year with a talk at
our brand-new library, on February 4th. The subject
of the talk was “Streamside Management” for
landowners. We were scheduled to have a speaker
from the California Urban Streams Partnership
(CUSP), but, unfortunately, due to a mix-up in the
dates, this speaker was unable to attend. But not to
worry! Our own Martha Berthelsen, who is familiar

SPAWNERS is fiscally sponsored by the Watershed Project, a 501©(3) non-profit. Visit us at www.spawners.org

Page 3

with CUSP,
and its
mission, was
able to step
into the
breach. What
we learned
was
illuminating.
Founded in 2012 by members of the old Urban
Creeks Council, CUSP is a partnership with other
creek and wildlife groups, whose mission is to
advocate for urban wildlife and return functioning
ecosystems to urban environments. The main focus
of Martha’s talk was the SMPL program, which
stands for Streamside Management Program for
Landowners.
One of the biggest problems that county creekside
homeowners have is how to deal with problems that
come up with the creek on their property. While the
homeowner is responsible for the keeping the creek
clear and healthy, he or she is stymied by the maze of
regulations that the county imposes on any work that
might impact the creek. The SMPL program is a free
service designed to assist property owners with
managing lands located along creeks with erosion and
flooding problems. CUSP staff, in partnership with
Contra Costa County Flood Control and the Water
Conservation District of the Public Works
Department, will visit properties, make evaluations,
and offer advice to smooth the permit process.
Problems are anticipated and costs are reduced; there
are also plans in the works for CUSP to help with the
permitting costs. The following is a summary of the
services that the SMPL program has to offer:





Site Visit and Consultation
Neighborhood Workshops : CUSP can provide
hands-on, local workshops with your
neighbors, ensuring a coordinated effort that
works for everyone.
Technical Advice: CUSP provides information
on restoration techniques and can direct the
homeowner to local qualified engineers,




landscape architects and other consultants.
Technical advice may be available from the
County Resources Conservation District or
Natural Resources Conservation Services.
Restoration Project Permitting
Community Presentations: CUSP can provide a
night or weekend presentation on common
creek problems, including successful and
inexpensive solutions.

In addition, CUSP, under the “Resources” tab on
its website, offers recommendations regarding
native plants and planting techniques. This is
information of general interest to anyone living in
the Bay Area.
Without question, this service can be of real value to a
creekside homeowner, and since it is fairly new, it is a
service that is relatively unknown (it was new to most
of us). To learn more about CUSP and the SMPL
program, visit their website at:
www.californiaurbanstreampartnership.com.
Appointments with CUSP staff can be made by
emailing : custreams@gmail.com.

3rd Saturday Volunteer Work Parties
Next Workday: February 15, 9:30 am – Noon
Wilkie Creek Site, 4805 Santa Rita Rd, Richmond
Helen@thewatershedproject.org 510-665-3538
Join us and learn about native plant gardening as we
maintain and improve our signature park/outdoor
classroom. No experience necessary. Wear
comfortable clothes, sturdy shoes; bring water bottle.
SPAWNERS will provide tools, gloves, and snacks.
Who We Are
SPAWNERS operates as an independent group under
the sponsorship of the Richmond Watershed Project,
a 501(c)(3) non-profit. The Program Coordinator is
Helen Fitanides; Sarah Haselton works with her as a
paid program assistant. Helen oversees a steering
committee composed of the following volunteers:
Martha Berthelsen
Judy Ward
Donald Bastin

Gudrun Kleist
Mairead Owens
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