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By Michelle M
Gonna Fall lof, Bl
Regulations Help California Well |
Owners Weather the Storm

Sonoma County, California, best known for its endless miles of sun-drenched vine-
yards, comes very close to being paradise on Earth. An hour north of San Francisco,
pristine beaches, regal redwood forests, rolling hills, and inland lakes add up to create
the region’s peaceful and enviable envigogment. But, come November, things change.
The rains begin, and for the next four or five months, Sonoma County gets drenched.

The Russian River runs through the region from the north in Mendocino County,
wending its way to the Pacific Ocean. The Russian is wide and slow moving. When the

" rains are falling, instead of surging and pounding against its banks, the river creeps out

over the land, rising to the height of roofs in some low-lying areas.

“Homes close to the river will be under water half or part of the way,” says Ted Walker
with the Sonoma County Health Department, “ so there’s mud intrusion, and structural
damage will occur. New houses are restricted in the flood way, and the first floor eleva-
tion, according to FEMA, has to be one foot above the hundred-year event level.”

Elevating a house is an effective way to protect the structure, but without some
adjustments, a home’s private water system is also at risk when the river rises over the
banks. Dirty river water plus anything that is. swept up intosit can make its way into a
well. With 40,000 or so wells operating in Sonoma County (serving about 25 percent of
the populatlon) there are plenty that may be vulnerable to flooding.

Walker says that the health department distributes handouts and flyers / o private well
owners, and- public notices age posted during flooding to educate people about the poten-
tial hazards of contaminated well water. Many people with private water sources rely on
bottled water, and some boil their drinking water. But, Walken#flys, most'people don't use
their well water for drmkmg during flood stage if they tlz._mk the Well l’ias been affected.
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Flood waters can go over
the top of the well head
and flood or contaminate

the water inside. 1 '

The best thing to do
is physically extend the
el SRR well casing 1' above the

100-Year Flood 100-year flood elevation.
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Two Means of Contamination
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This well, which serves a
population of about 300
Aquifer Contamination people, is located in the flood
plain of the Russian River.The
well was built so the casing
terminates above the maximum

expected flood level.
Photo by Charlie Judson

Private Wells at Risk

A mudslide exposed the
fraudulent work of a well
driller who left this well
casing with an inadequate
annular seal. The light-
colored area shows the 18-
inch seal, whereas the
current California standard
requires a 20-fool seal.
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During and after a flood, Judson urges pri-
vate well owners to boil their water if they
suspect that flood water has contaminated
it.“Public agencies recommend a formula
for disinfecting water in a flood emer-
gency by adding drops of bleach:“x” num-
ber of drops if the water is clear and “x”
number if the water is cloudy,” he says.
“What we recommend is that people boil
it. It's so easy to go wrong on the bleach
count, and boiling works 100 percent of
the time.When a customer calls, we don't
try to talk him through a bleaching tech-
nique, we just tell him to boil it.”

Judson, who is president of Weeks Drilling
and Pump Company in Sebastopol,
California, has been a certified operator
since 1978.In addition to drilling wells and
other water services the company per-
forms, the Weeks Drilling’s water treatment
division operates 35 or so small public
water systems in the surrounding region.
Judson says these systems are “just small
enough that they can't afford to hire their
own staff.” He also teaches an environmen-
tal technology course about operating
public water systems at the Santa Rosa
Junior College.
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Protecting Public Health

For More Information

Several articles about wells and flooding,

including the articles “Disinfecting
Private Wells,” “How Well is Your Well,”
and an entire newsletter devoted to
private wells, are available on the NESC

Web site at www.nesc.wvu.edu/ndwec.

Michelle Moore, On Tap associate editor,
welcomes reader feedback—both positive
and negative—on her articles. Contact her
at michelle. moore@mail.wvu.edu.




The combination of an elevated a wellhead plus having the
required depth of an annular seal work well to prevent
contamination of water wells. The height of an elevated
wellhead depends upon where the well is located and tha
area's expected maximum flood level. L
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