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Watchdog Group Settles Clean Water Act Dispute
Mining firm agrees to help protect Russian River from runoff

Sonoma County – Occidental-based Northern California River Watch (River Watch) has agreed to settle a case concerning alleged Clean Water Act violations from Syar Industries’ Healdsburg processing facility. The group contends that excessive industrial stormwater runoff originating from the facility’s gravel processing and refining plant were polluting the Russian River, and threatening critical habitat for threatened and endangered fish species. The Russian River is listed as “impaired” for sediment by the Environmental Protection Agency, which prohibits discharges without a NPDES (National Pollution Discharge Elimination System) permit regulated by the Regional Water Quality Control Board. 

As part of the settlement, Syar agreed to conduct a compliance audit of the Healdsburg facility, which resulted in over $200,000 worth of physical upgrades and improvements that include implementation of Best Management Practices and enhancement of its monitoring programs. Syar also was required to prepare and implement an updated Stormwater Pollution Prevention Plan (SWPPP) for the facility based on River Watch’s recommendations, as well as a revised SWPPP and General Permit concerning its discharges of slurry and other waste into Basalt Pond. Basalt Pond, a former gravel mining pit, lies adjacent to the Russian River across from the facility and has been used for waste disposal by Syar and the City of Healdsburg. Syar also agreed to contribute $25,000 toward supplemental environmental restoration projects designed to mitigate the underlying harm done to the Russian River from its alleged activities. 

Although Russian River residents and activists still contend that gravel mining itself causes detrimental harm to the river, its inhabitants, and drinking water supplies, the settlement of this case represents a significant victory in determining how gravel companies and other industrial facilities operating adjacent to waterways can improve their practices and reduce harmful discharges.   

“We’re pleased to see Syar’s willingness to address the issues we brought forth,” says Toben Dilworth of River Watch. “They showed a genuine desire to be in compliance with the Clean Water Act and were ready to work with us in order to get there.”  

River Watch, known for using litigation in order to protect Northern California’s waters, has recently amended its legal policy to extend invitations to enter into Tolling Agreements with parties rather than direct litigation. The agreements encourage compliance through cooperation rather than filing lawsuits. The approach allows parties to meet and confer while working to achieve a resolution to all concerns.

River Watch is a nonprofit organization that has worked since 1996 toward the preservation and enhancement of all rivers, creeks, and streams of Northern California. 

