
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
March 18, 2026 
 
 
The Honorable Jesse Gabriel 
Chair, Assembly Committee on Budget 
1021 O Street, Suite 8230 
Sacramento, CA 95814 
 
 

The Honorable Steve Bennett 
Chair, Subcommittee No. 4 
1021 O Street, Suite 8230 
Sacramento, CA 95814 
 
 

Subject: Support for State Water Resources Control Board BCP of $1 million for 4 new positions 
at the San Diego Regional Water Quality Control Board to address Tijuana River pollution 
 
Dear Chairpersons, 
 
On behalf of the Tijuana River Coalition, we are writing to express our strong support for 
State Water Resources Control Board’s request for $1 million from the Waste Discharge Fund ongoing for  
4.0 permanent positions to establish a Border Water Quality Protection Unit at the San Diego Regional 
Water Quality Control Board to address Tijuana River pollution and support the protection of human 
health, water quality, and beneficial uses associated with the Tijuana River and Estuary, and near-shore 
Pacific Ocean. 
 
The Tijuana River Coalition is a growing coalition of over 50 nonprofit and community-based 
organizations representing residents, youth, workers, families, scientists, doctors, businesses, and 
recreators throughout San Diego County. We are dedicated to addressing the severe environmental and 
public health crisis caused by transboundary pollution in the Tijuana River Watershed located in the 
U.S.-Mexico border region. 
 
The Tijuana River and Tijuana Estuary are in the San Diego Region, just north of the U.S. Mexico 
border and have been impaired for decades by pollution (sewage, sediment, trash, and industrial 
wastes) discharged from sources in Tijuana, Mexico. Pollution crossing the U.S.-Mexico border 
causes water quality impairments, threatens life and property from increased flooding, degrades 
valuable riparian and estuarine habitats, threatens human health, and impacts recreational 
opportunities for residents and visitors. In addition, recent monitoring and assessment of the 
Estuary by the staff at the Tijuana River National Estuarine Research Reserve indicate that a 100 
percent of fish were killed in the estuary between 2022 and 2023. 
 
The San Diego Water Board is required by the Clean Water Act, California Water Code, and 
California Code of Regulations to issue permits for discharges to land and waters of the state, as 
wells as permits for treatment, mitigation, and restoration projects. Examples of permits issued by 

 



 

the Board are National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) permits, Waste Discharge 
Requirements, and Clean Water Act section 401 Water Quality Certifications. The permitting 
workload for projects in the River and Estuary will be assigned to the proposed Unit and will allow 
the San Diego Board to expeditiously process applications and coordinate with other agencies to 
avoid duplicative efforts to meet regulatory requirements. 
 
Existing San Diego Water Board staffing allocations do not support the workload needed to 
address the water quality issues in the River and Estuary. The requested staff resources are needed 
to ensure water quality in the River and Estuary is improved and restored; and state, local, and 
federal funded projects are completed and properly operated and maintained in compliance 
with the Porter Cologne Water Quality Control Act and the federal Clean Water Act. Additionally, 
the permitting, remediation, compliance assessment, and enforcement work anticipated over at 
least the next ten years will result in a need for even more border-focused staff to complete the 
anticipated tasks. The federal government and international partners are pursuing expedited 
expansion of the South Bay International Wastewater Treatment Plant, which treats wastewater 
flows originating from Tijuana. Recent state funding through Proposition 4 provides $46 million for 
projects addressing water quality problems in cross-border rivers and coastal waters. All of these 
initiatives require corresponding permitting workload from the San Diego Water Board. Without 
the addition of the Unit staff, the increasing urgency of the environmental impacts and projects to 
address the impacts in the River and Estuary will require more redirection of staff from other priority 
programs, which will cause delays and reduced performance in other essential regional water 
quality programs. 
 
The Unit would be responsible for the following tasks associated with the Tijuana River Valley: 
 

●​ Permits for wastewater treatment, storm water, river diversion, and recycled water treatment 
facilities 

●​ Clean Water Act Section 401 Water Quality Certifications 
●​ Waste Discharge Requirements 
●​ Stakeholder outreach through the Tijuana River Valley Recovery Team 
●​ Coordination with multiple local, state, and federal agencies on project permitting and compliance 

issues 
●​ Regulatory oversight including inspections, report review, compliance assurance and 

enforcement 
●​ Preparation of Basin Plan amendments to support regulatory actions to protect and restore the 

River, Estuary, and near shore coastal waters 
●​ Outreach and engagement with disadvantaged communities impacted by cross-border pollution 

 
It is the California Water Board’s mission “To preserve, enhance, and restore the quality of California’s 
water resources and drinking water for the protection of the environment, public health, and all beneficial 
uses, and to ensure proper water resource allocation and efficient use, for the benefit of present and 
future generations.” The resources requested in this proposal will provide the staffing needed to regulate 
and coordinate efforts to address cross-border pollution and avoid delays in achieving the statewide goal 
to preserve, enhance, and restore the water quality in the Tijuana River and Estuary. 
 
For all these reasons, the Tijuana River Coalition our strong support for State Water Resources Control 
Board’s request for $1 million from the Waste Discharge Fund ongoing for 4.0 permanent positions to 
establish a Border Water Quality Protection Unit at the San Diego Regional Water Quality Control Board 



 

to address Tijuana River pollution and support the protection of human health, water quality, and 
beneficial uses associated with the Tijuana River and Estuary, and near-shore Pacific Ocean. 
 
Thank you for your consideration in this urgent matter. 
 
Respectfully, 
 

Sarah Davidson                                                            
Clean Border Water Now Manager                              
Surfrider Foundation, San Diego County Chapter     
 
 
 
 

Mario Ordonñez-Calderon 
Executive Director 
Un Mar de Colores 
 

Courtney Baltiyskyy                                                      
Vice President of Policy and Advocacy                        
YMCA of San Diego County     
 
 
 
 

Laura Wilkinson Sinton 
Founder 
.StopTheSewageorg 

Ben McCue                                                                  
Executive Director                                                        
Outdoor Outreach 
 
 
 
 

Jenny Parker, MD 
Co President of Solana Beach Eco Rotary Club 
Solana Beach Eco Rotary Club

 

Erin Hogeboom 
Director 
San Diego for Every Child 
 

Dan Watman 
Program Director 
Friends of International Friendship park 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



 

Jazzari Taylor 
Policy Advocate 
Latino Outdoors 
 
 
 

Serge Dedina, Ph.D. 
Executive Director  
WILDCOAST  
 
 
 
 
 
Penelope JE Quintana 
Professor, School of Public Health 
 

  

  

  

 


