
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
August 18, 2025 
 
The White House 
Council of Environmental Quality 
722 Jackson Place  
NW Washington, DC 20503  
 
Subject: Request for Federal Emergency Declaration for the Public Health Crisis in the Tijuana 
River Watershed   
 
Dear Honorable Chair Katherine Scarlett, 
  
We are writing on the behalf of the Tijuana River Coalition, a large collaboration of over 60 
community-based organizations representing environmental and recreational interests in 
Southern San Diego County, local businesses, workers, residents, youth, and families, including 
those in military service. We’d like to thank you for the priority that the Trump administration has 
placed on resolving the environmental and public health crisis caused by transboundary 
pollution in the Tijuana River Watershed.  
 
We appreciate that Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) Administrator Zeldin has visited the 
San Diego-Tijuana transboundary region twice now. We are particularly grateful for the action 

 



 

taken by Administrator Zeldin to develop and sign a memorandum of understanding (MOU) with 
the Government of Mexico to address key infrastructure needs at the border. We absolutely 
agree with the urgency stated in the MOU to get all of the projects that have already been vetted 
through the Comprehensive Infrastructure Solution1 underway and completed promptly. We 
were also heartened to see the commitment made towards funding long-term Operations & 
Maintenance at the South Bay International Wastewater Treatment Plant (SBIWTP) and other 
wastewater infrastructure in the region. This is absolutely necessary to ensure that the 
investments we are making now continue to serve and protect communities on both sides of the 
border and to prevent the next generation from ending up in a similarly dire situation, with 
overloaded and failing wastewater infrastructure.  
  
There is, however, more that can be done right now to secure the financial resources needed to 
fully fund and implement the required infrastructure solutions needed to completely solve this 
transboundary pollution crisis with urgency and to provide immediate relief to the families who 
are not safe in their neighborhoods - at home, school, or work, or play. To address these 
immediate needs, we urge President Trump to declare a Federal Emergency in the Tijuana 
River Valley and along the Pacific coastline from the U.S.– Mexico border through 
Coronado, California. This declaration would create a critical pathway for an immediate, 
coordinated federal response and unlock the necessary interagency resources to protect public 
health, the environment, military readiness, federal and local law enforcement, and the economy 
of our American communities impacted by this escalating crisis. 
  
Transboundary pollution is making people sick now. 
  
EPA-funded research conducted by Scripps Institution of Oceanography attributed 34,000 
illnesses in 2017 due to water quality pollution along the Imperial Beach coastline. Results 
released just last year from three public health studies conducted by the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC), University of California at San Diego (UCSD), and San Diego 
State University (SDSU) provided new insight into the disproportionate health impacts of the 
pollution on frontline communities in and around the Tijuana River Valley. These studies 
demonstrate how water contamination is impairing air quality by releasing toxic gasses into the 
air above fast moving streams or polluted flow (aerosolization), including dangerous levels of 
hydrogen sulfide in residential neighborhoods with several schools in the vicinity.  This means 
that no one is safe by simply avoiding contact with toxic water.  People standing in their own 
front yards, going to school, and working in proximity to the Tijuana River could be at risk of 
developing adverse health conditions and have reported an increase in illnesses.  
  
Pediatricians and urgent care doctors have testified at public meetings and forums that they are 
seeing kids with headaches, nausea and wheezing symptoms when there is a sewage smell in 
the air due to aerosolization of toxic gases.2  Elderly residents and people with chronic lung 
conditions are also severely affected. Since October 2018, the U.S. International Boundary and 
Water Commission has documented the entry of over 100 billion gallons of toxic effluent into the 

2 https://drive.google.com/file/d/1bs7N9IghazDl1E93qju8LoTj7SQD44KO/view  
1 https://www.epa.gov/sustainable-water-infrastructure/tijuana-river-watershed-technical-evaluation-infrastructure  

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1bs7N9IghazDl1E93qju8LoTj7SQD44KO/view
https://www.epa.gov/sustainable-water-infrastructure/tijuana-river-watershed-technical-evaluation-infrastructure


 

United States through the Tijuana River, with an additional 35 billion gallons crossing the 
international border last year alone.3 
  
The Cities of Imperial Beach, Coronado, and San Diego maintain a State of Local Emergency in 
response to the environmental contamination and public health impacts caused by cross-border 
pollution in the Tijuana River. The County of San Diego and the Port of San Diego have also 
declared their own State of Local Emergency for the Tijuana River Valley, but these local 
jurisdictions need the help of the federal government to bring the public health resources 
needed to provide relief to the affected communities; to make their homes, schools and places 
of business safe and healthy while the remaining funding needed is secured and construction 
on infrastructure projects remain underway.   
  
Transboundary pollution is a safety and national security risk. 
  
The Imperial Beach and Coronado shorelines located in South San Diego County are 
recognized as the most polluted stretch of sandy beach in the entire country. The ongoing influx 
of sewage, industrial waste, and trash through the Tijuana River and into the Pacific Ocean has 
caused the most affected beaches to be closed to public use and recreation for nearly 1350 
consecutive days!  These conditions are damaging our local economy, undermining coastal 
tourism, and threatening the health and well-being of families and people who live and work 
here. Dangerous water quality conditions also affect our country’s military readiness. Thousands 
of area residents belong to military families, both active duty military and veterans, and South 
San Diego is home to several large military installations, including the newly built Navy Seals 
training base located on a polluted beach. Navy Seals are training in contaminated waters and 
becoming ill. According to a recent evaluation by the Department of Defense Inspector General, 
protecting the health and safety of Navy SEAL candidates is essential to preserving the 
readiness of a critical national defense capability. The Inspector General found that by  
addressing hazardous conditions where SEALs train, the Navy can reduce illness and injury, 
improve training effectiveness, and ensure that service members are fully prepared to meet  
mission demands.4 Border Patrol, lifeguards and other emergency responders are also exposed 
to dangerous water quality conditions while performing their duties. With more federal officers 
from Immigration and Customs Enforcement, United States Marines, and other federal law 
enforcement agencies deployed in this border region, these agents will also be exposed to 
these same dangerous toxins, creating health hazards for these public servants securing our 
border. 
  
Communities in South San Diego are being denied safe access to the coast and 
outdoors. 
  
All residents, especially children and youth, should have repeated, meaningful, safe access to 
the outdoors to help improve their physical and mental health, promote self-confidence in new 
experiences, and foster a love and understanding for the environment. Many of the member 

4 www.dodig.mil/In-the-Spotlight/Article/3944400/press-release-evaluation-of-medical-care-provided-to-navy-sea-air-and-land-seal/  
3 https://waterdata.ibwc.gov/Data/Dashboard/8 
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organizations of the Tijuana River Coalition provide outdoor skill-building and recreational 
opportunities in the ocean for thousands of children and youth, running programs that foster 
confidence, self-reliance, and physical fitness. Beach closures and advisories resulting from 
transboundary pollution in South San Diego County have forced many of these programs to 
move elsewhere or to shut down completely. Many local youth are now missing out on these 
important life experiences. Sadly, an entire generation of children is now growing up in South 
San Diego County, having only experienced polluted beaches. 
  
A Declaration of Federal Emergency can mobilize resources and funding to meet 
remaining needs. 

While the commitments made by the U. S. and Mexico in the recent MOU will release already 
dedicated funds and shorten the timelines for completing many of the water infrastructure 
projects required to solve the transboundary pollution problems in the Tijuana River Watershed, 
we are concerned that additional funding will still be needed to get to the finish line. Of most 
concern, is the river diversion project that the EPA had begun discussing with regional 
stakeholders. This project remains unfunded, yet it could make the biggest difference for 
improving environmental and public health in the frontline communities. In the MOU, Mexico has 
agreed to seek funding for a river diversion project, but funding is not guaranteed, and it is 
uncertain whether the scope and scale of that project will be sufficient to completely resolve the 
dangerous air quality conditions that neighborhoods in South Bay, located right next to the main 
river channel, have been experiencing.5 Because this project would provide such a large benefit 
to communities in the U. S., we request that the Trump Administration consider issuing a 
Federal Emergency to mobilize the funding and inter-agency cooperation necessary to fast track 
the design and funding of a river diversion project and to provide needed public health 
resources to the affected communities while it is under construction. 

The same level of urgency, funding, and comprehensive action that is applied to other national 
emergencies, whether natural or man-made, must be extended to the pollution crisis in the 
Tijuana River. The Flint water crisis, the 2021 Orange County oil spill, and emergency 
responses to hurricanes and other coastal storms that bring flooding, cause damage to 
property,and put human safety at risk all necessitate urgent and immediate action with a 
coordinated response to protect the health and well-being of our communities. The communities 
living in an environment contaminated by toxic flows of pollution in the border region deserve no 
less. We cannot afford to keep waiting for the infrastructure improvement projects to be 
implemented while the health and well-being of our residents, businesses, emergency 
responders, federal law enforcement officers, military, and the environment continue to suffer.  

The coastal communities of South San Diego County face an immense challenge from the 
ongoing pollution crisis in the Tijuana River that is beyond local and state control. It is a public 
health emergency that requires a Federal Emergency Declaration to coordinate and prioritize a 
multi-agency response to this ongoing disaster. The continuous flow of untreated sewage and 
other pollutants into our waters is unacceptable and must be addressed immediately.  

5 https://sandiego.surfrider.org/news/whats-in-the-air  
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We urgently appeal to the Trump Administration to fulfill the commitments made by EPA 
Administrator Zeldin on his thoughtful visit here to witness the pollution dangers for himself in 
February, and to take decisive action to further support our American communities and address 
the ongoing pollution crisis in the Tijuana River.  
  
The Tijuana River Coalition and the undersigned organizations are formally requesting a 
Federal Emergency Declaration for the Tijuana River Valley and the shoreline of Imperial Beach 
and Coronado. 
 
Respectfully,                                                             Connie Rascon Gunther 
                                                                                      Descendants of Early San Diego 
 
Megan Taylor 
Sierra Service Project 
 
Cassie Paumard 
Project Kolika 
 
Dan Watman 
Friends of International Friendship Park 
 
Stephanie James 
Boys & Girls Clubs of South County 
 
Jenny Parker, M.D. 
Solana Beach Eco Rotary Club 
 
Courtney Baltiyskyy 
YMCA of San Diego County 
 
Ben McCue 
Outdoor Outreach 
 
Jim Peugh and Muriel Spooner 
San Diego Bird Alliance 
 
Jazzari Taylor 
Latino Outdoors 
 
Kenia Zamarripa 
San Diego Regional Chamber of Commerce 

Waylon Matson 
4 Walls International 
 
Bethany Case 
Surfrider Foundation 
 
Ramon Chairez 
Un Mar de Colores 
 
Lexie Gritlefeld 
California Outdoor Recreation Partnership 
 
Laura Wilkinson Sinton 
StopTheSewage.org  
 
Ruth Sandven 
Individual Voter 
 
Brian Delgado 
Blue Dot Education 
 
Corinna Contreras 
Climate Action Campaign 
 
Phillip Musegaas 
San Diego Coastkeeper  
 
Marvel Harrison  
Community Member 

 
 
 
 

 



 

CC: San Diego Region Congressional Members 
       CA Senators 
       EPA Administrator  
       IWBC Commissioner  

 


