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Creek pollution linked to humans

DNA testing at Rincon Creek
pinpoints sources of contamination.

By SCOTT HADLY
NEWS-PRESS STAFF WRITER

Human waste is the largest single source for the
stewof fecalbacteriaflowingdown Rincon Creekand
into the ocean, according to a recent DNA study of
water samples taken from the area.

Paid for by the environmental group Heal the
Ocean and the county’s Environmental Health Ser-
vices, the study showed that much of the bacteria —
which has made the popular surfspot also one of the
mostpolluted beachesinthe county— is comingfrom
human sources.

But the study, which will be presented today to the
county Board of Supervisors, also indicated that a
long list of wild animals contributed to the E. coli
bacteria found in the samples. And the reporthas not
answered where the human waste originates.

“The study proves the usefulness of using DNA to

dentify the sources of contamination,” said Jeff
‘oung, co-director of Heal the Ocean.

Members of the group have long suspected that the
septic systems for the 72 homes at the Rincon are the
culprits of the pollutlon yet the study did not make
that link.

Although the samples showed spikes in human
waste in the lagoon and ocean adjacent to homes,
there was little or no human contammatlon in the
creek above the homes.

“We feel this study strongly implicates the septic
systems,” Young said. On walks along the creek
county officials have not found any homeless
encampments, which have been sources for con-
tamination on other creeks, leading Young to con-

clude that the homes at Rincon are the only other

possible source.

Notwaitingfordefinitive datatomake changes, the
Rincon Homeowners Association voted earlier this
yeartospend $2.1 millionto hookintoa sewersystem.
It will likely take about two years for the work to be
done by the Carpinteria Sanitary District.

“This is our backyard and we want it cleaned up,”
said Steve Halsted, president of the homeowners

group.
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Thestudytookmorethan 100water
samples in May and June from three
spots along the creek, lagoon and
ocean. From those samples DNA
tests were done. They showed that
although 46 percent of the contami-
nation was from domestic animals,
pets and people, 54 percent of the
fecal bacteria was from such wild
animals as coyotes, raccoons, skunks
and even bear that live in the water-
shed along the 17-mile creek.

Of the 46 percent from domestic
sources, humans accounted for 20
percent of the bacteria — making
people the single-largest contributor
of fecal contamination.

Rincon Creek was the first of the
many county creeks studied because
the sources of pollution were thought
tobethesimplesttodiscern, said Dan
Reid, project manager for county
Environmental Health Services. The
creek is not as densely populated as
others in the county, and it does not
have homeless encampments or
large livestock operations along its

banks as other waterways do, Reid
said. B

But the study was expensive. Heal
the Ocean paid $22,500 to cover the
DNA sampling, and the county spent
about $14,000 on in-kind work. As
partofthe study, county workers also
gathered this spring more than 200
fecal samples from mammals,

‘including dogs, cats, bobeats, bear,

raccoons and skunks. The samples
were sent to Mansour Samadpour of
the University of Washington School
of Public Health. Samadpour folded
the samples into a library of more
than 27,000 genetic fingerprints of E.
coli bacteria that he has collected
from 100 different species in his lab
over the last 10 years.

In 1993 Samadpour performed a
DNA studyofapolluted creekin King
County, Wash., where the suspected
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causes were the septic systems and
livestock on small ranches along the
creek. The DNA studyidentified dogs
and cattle—and notseptictanks—as
the major contributor to fecal bacte-

- ria in the stream. \

Young, of Heal the Ocean, said the
sampling is a powerful tool for reg-
ulators.

It can tell us if the contamination

is coming from, say, horse manure or
raccoons,” he said.
So beyond making recommenda-
tions for fixing broken sewer mains
or moving neighborhoods off septic
systems, regulators may be able to
make recommendations about set-
backs for horse corrals or animal
control.

Heal the Ocean is now pushing for
similar studies on Arroyo Burro
Creek, whilethe county’s Solid Waste
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Department has plans to conduct

' DNA studies of water flowing out of

Arroyo Quemada, downstream from
the county’s landfill in the Gaviota
area.



