
North Basin Groundwater Cleanup Project
Remedial Investigation and Feasibility Study (RI/FS) Status

Figure 1
Source: Plume map prepared by EPA for November 2018 public meeting

Groundwater in the Orange County Groundwater Basin provides approximately 75 percent of 
the water supply for residents and businesses in north and central Orange County. The 
Orange County Water District (OCWD) has been managing the basin for more than 85 years. 

Background
Groundwater in part of the basin located in Fullerton, Anaheim and Placentia, referred to as North Basin, has 
been contaminated with industrial degreasing chemicals referred to as volatile organic compounds (VOCs). 
From the early-1960s through mid-1980s, manufacturing facilities, auto shops, dry cleaners, metal-plating and 
circuit board manufacturers, and other businesses used VOCs for removing oils and grease from metal parts 
or as part of their process. Spills and leaks of these cleaning solutions migrated through approximately 100 
feet of soil and into the groundwater. Groundwater contamination has migrated into deeper parts of the 
aquifer that serve as a source of drinking water.

Cost
OCWD estimates its cost for the interim RI/FS at $3.5 million. OCWD has received a Proposition 1 grant from 
the California State Water Resources Control Board for nearly half of these costs. The cost may go up if 
installation of additional monitoring wells is necessary. The estimated cost to construct and operate the 
Interim Remedy alternatives will be included in the FS.

Technical Work Previously Performed by OCWD
OCWD has collected technical information intended to support the characterization of the extent of 
contamination, the development of a remediation project and regulatory oversight of the many source areas. 
These studies include the installation of approximately 80 monitoring wells and the collection and analysis of 
thousands of groundwater samples. OCWD technical work also included the installation of several extraction 
wells in North Basin, one of which is currently operating to control the spreading of the plume. Much of this 
work preceded the arrival of the USEPA and is not officially part of the current RI/FS.
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OCWD’s North Basin Web Site:
https://www.ocwd.com/what-we-do/water-quality/groundwater-cleanup/north-basin/ 

USEPA’s Orange County North Basin Site Information: 
https://cumulis.epa.gov/supercpad/cursites/csitinfo.cfm?id=0900251

OCWD Contact:

Crystal Nettles
Public Affairs
(714) 378-8244
cnettles@ocwd.com

Issue
The area of groundwater contamination is approximately five miles long and up to two miles wide (Figure 1).
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Is My Drinking Water Safe?
Drinking water in the North Basin meets all federal and state drinking water standards. However, to 
date, five drinking water wells were taken out of service due to VOC concentrations reaching/approaching 
state and federal Maximum Contaminant Levels (MCLs) for drinking water.

At about half the cost of imported water from northern California and the Colorado River, local groundwater is 
important to Orange County’s public health and economy. It is critical to contain the contamination before 
more wells are impacted and to clean up the contamination in the groundwater basin.

What is Being Done to Address the Problem?
After conducting extensive studies and research, OCWD is taking a multiprong strategy to cleaning up the 
North Basin. This includes voluntary work to address regional groundwater contamination (discussed below), 
working with the United States Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA), which has agreed to provide 
oversight for much of OCWD’s voluntary work, and working with state agencies such as the Santa Ana 
Regional Water Quality Control Board (RWQCB) and 
Department of Toxic Substances Control (DTSC) that are 
overseeing the cleanup of sites that are continuing sources 
of groundwater contamination.

OCWD has been conducting the Remedial Investigation 
(RI) since late 2016. The RI involves installing and sampling 
23 new monitoring wells at 13 locations to help characterize 
the subsurface geology, groundwater flow directions and 
the lateral extent and depth of groundwater contamination. 
Locations of wells being installed for the RI are shown on 
Figure 1. These wells complement the extensive network of 
80 existing monitoring wells OCWD previously installed to 
characterize groundwater contamination in that area (also 
shown in Figure 1).  Some of the new monitoring wells were 
installed adjacent to, but deeper than existing monitoring 
wells to determine the depth of contamination.

OCWD has installed 21 of the RI monitoring wells and is in 
the process of completing the last two wells. Sampling all 
the new and existing monitoring wells is scheduled for 
January 2019. Additional monitoring wells may be installed 
to further delineate the plume boundaries, depending on 
the sampling results from the new wells. Following well 
installation and sampling, results of the RI will be presented 
in an Interim Remedial Investigation Report.

RI/FS Schedule
The RI/FS and Interim Remedy selection process is shown in Figure 2. The RI is scheduled to be completed in 
fall 2019 and the Feasibility Study (FS) is scheduled to be completed in fall 2020.  This schedule may change if 
installation of additional monitoring wells is necessary to delineate contamination. After the RI/FS is 
completed, USEPA will use it to select a preferred interim remedy for the North Basin using nine criteria 
specified in the Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation and Liability Act (the “Superfund” 
law). USEPA will then include that preferred 
alternative in a Proposed Interim Remedial Action 
Plan, which will be given to the public for comment 
and will be presented at a public meeting. It is 
after considering both public and state comments 
on a proposed plan that EPA selects a site remedy, 
which is documented in a Record of Decision.

The Interim Remedy is intended to address the 
most immediately threatened groundwater 
resources from regional contamination. USEPA will 
be conducting a separate RI/FS for the final North 
Basin remedy to determine and address the full 
area of regional groundwater contamination.
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