Worst trash spots along waterways in San Mateo County spotlighted
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SAN MATEO -- The rainy season will push hundreds of tons of trash into San Francisco Bay next month from where it has collected in storm drains and creek beds, according to a report compiled by a local environmental group.

Save the Bay identified 225 trash "hot spots" along urban creeks and shorelines. Of those, San Mateo County has 37 such spots spread out over 16 rivers, creeks and sloughs. Redwood City, San Mateo and South San Francisco each have several notorious spots, although the places it collects are downstream of other cities as well.

The group wanted to draw attention to the Bay Area's pervasive trash problems ahead of Coastal Cleanup Day, a statewide day of action on which thousands of citizens pitch in to pick up litter along streets and waterways. 

"Trash is an eyesore and a blight because it degrades the environment, and it affects our quality of life," said Amy Ricard, spokeswoman for Save the Bay. 

The most common forms of trash, like cigarette butts, can also choke or sicken water birds and other aquatic species, experts say. 

This year's annual listing of trash hot spots was the most comprehensive yet because the cities themselves were required to identify the most polluted zones this summer as part of a new regional stormwater permit adopted by the San Francisco Bay Regional Water Quality Control Board, the agency that enforces the federal Clean Water Act. 

The board has required cities to take 






Litter at Bayside Park in San Mateo, Calif. on Tuesday, Sept.... (Dan Honda, Bay Area News Group)
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Map: Bay Trash Hot Spots

All 225 hot spots mapped on Save the Bay's website. 


responsibility for their own trash flow, even if the trash happens to fly off the back of a pickup truck on the highway. Cities must now propose trash reduction plans and comply with a mandate to reduce the amount of trash that reaches the bay by 40 percent by 2014 and 70 percent by 2017. The ultimate goal, which officials hope to accomplish by 2022, is to reduce the amount of trash reaching the bay from waterways to zero. 

The new requirements satisfied environmental groups, who have been pushing stormwater regulators to treat trash like any other pollutant in San Francisco Bay. But making those changes could be a very expensive proposition for cities that create a lot of litter, from plastic bags to Styrofoam containers. 

Burlingame has already installed trash "catch basins" inside several storm drains, and several other cities across San Mateo County will have to spend hundreds of thousands of dollars to do the same, according to Matthew Fabry, program coordinator of the San Mateo Countywide Water Pollution Prevention Program. 

Fabry said cities will be competing for their own share of a $5 million federal stimulus grant, administered by the Association of Bay Area Governments, to help install trash-capture demonstration projects throughout the Bay Area.

Some towns, like Woodside, have their own trash problems but are in rural zones without storm drains. Cigarette butts, newspapers, plastic bottles and food wrappers regularly end up in Woodside's Dry Creek, which (its name notwithstanding) flows all the way down to the bay via San Francisquito Creek in Menlo Park, according to Public Works Director Paul Nagengast. 

That makes it important for people to pick up their trash, and the town is planning to step up its public outreach, Nagengast said. 

"We need to make people more concerned about where their litter does go -- eventually it flows into the bay."

