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September 12, 2019 

To Whom it May Concern: 

Save the American River Association has, for many years, advocated for systematic and 
regular testing of the Lower American River for evidence of sewage contamination. 
Testing for the bacterium, Escherichia coli (E. colz) is the standard method for detecting 
recent fecal contamination of water. For example, drinking water that comes to us 
through the Sacramento water distribution system must have no E. coli in 100 ml (daily 
testing at multiple sites confirms this) and recreational water is considered to be low risk 
for swimming if the level does not exceed 320/100 ml. 

The Central Valley Regional Water Quality Board (CVRWQ) has for several years 
provided data on weekly tests for E. coli at selected spots, all downstream from Howe 
Avenue. Especially heavy concentrations have been found at Tiscornia Beach and 
Steelhead Creek in the Discovery Park area. The CVRWQ findings report levels many 
times greater than the EPA recommendation and, in fact, their frequent finding of 2419.6 
E. coli per 100 ml represents the upper limits of their testing method. The number could 
be significantly higher. 

SARA has also been testing the waters of the lower American River (LAR) for E. coli 
using a simple and inexpensive but reliable method which is widely used in the food 
industry and has been successfully adapted to water testing. The Petrifilm manufactured 
by the 3M company tests one ml of water. Any E. coli in the water will appear as a blue 
colony on the Petrifilm after incubation and can be visually counted. The upper limit of 
acceptability in one ml would translate to 3.2 colonies of E. coli on the Petrifilm. Recent 
tests at Tiscornia Beach have shown levels as high as 60/ml or 6000/100 ml. 

SARA has also tested upstream from Howe A venue, including Willow Creek, Nimbus 
State Recreation area and Negro Bar. Although we seldom see anything close to the high 
levels seen regularly downstream, nevertheless we occasionally note counts exceeding the 
EPA threshold. These results are also significant for fecal contamination. 

Why is there such a heavy concentration of E. coli - basically dilute sewage- at Tiscornia 
Beach? There are many theories including the presence of dogs, birds and 
various wild animals. However, the very high concentration at Tiscornia Beach and the 
absence of such high concentrations further upstream make this unlikely. Are there 
sewage system leakages? Are the waste products from illegal campers being dumped 
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into the river? It may be noteworthy that the levels of E. coli dropped when heavy rains forced 
campers to move elsewhere for several weeks despite the fact that heavy rains also wash fecal 
droppings from animals into the river. 

The CVRWQB testing is done weekly, usually on Tuesdays. The report is published on 
Wednesdays on the Sacramento County Parks web site. The results are color coded on maps of 
the LAR. If the code is green, typical of the area upstream from Howe Avenue, the water is 
considered safe for recreational use. Yellow and red dots warn of high E . coli levels. The results 
are also expressed as MPN (most probable number)/ 100 and geometric mean/100 ml providing 
an overview over several weeks. These terms are not general knowledge and are hard to interpret 
without some training. However, the red, yellow and green dots provide a graphic illustration of 
contamination. 

What is the disease risk we referred to above? What kinds of diseases could b e transmitted by fecal 
contamination? There are several that can be spread by fecal contamination and can be 
waterborne. The higher the level of E. coli in any body of water, the greater the risk for acquiring 
any one of these disease-causing bacteria including Shigella, Salmonella, typhoid fever, cholera, 
enterotoxigenic E. coli, as well as numerous viral infections. For many of these, a higher level of 
exposure leads to a more severe disease, so small children and immune compromised people are at 
higher risk. If an outbreak of diarrhea occurs among a group of people who all attended a certain 
picnic or who all swam in a pool, a public health evaluation and remediation would take place 
because it would likely be known that a certain group of people all got sick in the same time frame. 
For the diverse group of people swimming at Tiscornia Beach, it would probably be less likely for 
victims to know that other people are ill as well. Since many of these illnesses will not come to 
medical attention, an outbreak might not be noted and an evaluation not done. 

However, inattention to the data accumulated by the CVRWQB means that Sacramento children 
who swim and play at Tiscornia Beach are playing in diluted sewage. The first action should be 
posting the danger so that families are aware of the risk. The second action- a more difficult 
action- is to identify the source of this high level of contamination and remove it from the river 
waters. Consideration should be given to closing the beach to the public until the sources of 
contamination are controlled or eliminated. 

For further information, please contact Save the American River Association at (916) 936-4555. 

Sincerely, 

Stephen Green 
President, SARA 

Enclosure 

Alan Wade, Ph.D 
Chair, SARA Water Committee 

Mary Beth Metcalf, MD 
SARA Board Member 
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Enclosure 

Samples taken at Tiscornia Beach on 8/30/19 
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The lower number in the right hand photo comes from a sample at the actual confluence, 
where the diluting effect of the Sacramento River comes into play. The first two are 
estimated at > 70 and the second at >100. Note that the SWAMP sample taken on 
Tuesday prior stood at 2419.60 the familiar maximum measurable by the Colilert® 
method. Our actual count a few days later comes out at least three times the 2419.60 
figure (i.e., 70+ multiplied by 100=7000). Even higher if the colonies could be counted in 
the second photo. 
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