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Holbrook-Palmer Park Water Capture Project 
Fact Sheet 

 
What is a water capture facility? 

• A water capture facility is either an open surface basin or a buried structure to which urban 
runoff is diverted for flood control or water quality purposes, or both.   

• Historically, open detention basins have been common for flood control purposes. Lately, 
more underground structures have been installed in order to provide area for an urban use 
such as a park, playground, golf course, or parking lot. 

Why does the Town of Atherton need a water capture facility? 

• The Town of Atherton needs a water capture facility for both water quality and flood 
control purposes. 

• The Town prepared a Town Wide Drainage Study in 2001 and a 2015 Townwide Drainage 
Study Update which outlined the need for a stormwater detention basin to reduce flooding 
associated with the Atherton Channel. 

• A 10 acre-foot detention basin is needed to manage a 10-year storm event to minimize 
flooding associated with the existing Marsh Road box culvert. 

• Downstream flooding associated with the Atherton Channel poses a significant financial risk 
to the Town.        

• The Town is required to regulate pollutants in stormwater runoff from its storm drain 
system in compliance with the San Francisco Bay Regional Water Quality Control Board’s 
Municipal Regional Permit (MRP).  

• Provisions of the MRP require Permittees (the Town) to demonstrate a shift to a more 
resilient and sustainable storm drain system which captures, stores, and treats stormwater.  

• The MRP requires Permittees to achieve specific reductions in mercury and polychlorinated 
biphenyls (PCBs) in stormwater runoff by 2020 and 2040. 

• In total, all San Mateo County Permittees, the load reduction requirement for PCBs is 370 
grams per year, to be achieved by June 30, 2020 (the end of the permit term). The total PCB 
reduction required for Atherton is 4.4 grams per year.  

• For mercury, San Mateo County Permittees must achieve a load reduction of 6 grams per 
year by the end of the permit term, and the County has concluded that whatever is done to 
address PCBs will also take care of mercury. 

• The Town of Atherton is also participating regionally as a party to the Bayfront Canal and 
Atherton Channel Flood Control Management and Restoration Project prepared by the 
County. Atherton contributes 38% of the flows within the watershed, and costs are based 
on jurisdictional flow contributions (water from Atherton residents and streets).  

• The Town is participating in this project because the Town’s portion of the flow downstream 
contributes to downstream flooding of private and public property. This downstream 
flooding presents a potential liability for the Town.  



 2 

• Atherton can reduce its required contribution to the Bayfront Canal and Atherton Channel 
Flood Control Management and Restoration Project if it captures water in the Atherton 
Channel Watershed because a reduction in flow contributions per jurisdiction will be 
evaluated if upstream detention and stormwater capture projects are implemented within 
the watershed. 

Where else have these types of facilities been built to being considered? 

• These types of projects are now being built in various locations across the country. 

• There are at least five currently being built or in design in Los Angeles County.  The one that 
is getting ready to open is in the City of Lakewood’s Bolivar Park, which the City Council and 
some members from the Atherton community visited in February 2018.  

• The Town of Atherton and the City of South San Francisco are the first agencies in northern 
CA considering one of these facilities. 

Why at Holbrook-Palmer Park? 

• The 2015 Town-wide Drainage Study Update looked at three possible sites to capture 
stormwater from the Atherton Channel: Las Lomitas Elementary School, Holbrook-Palmer 
Park, and the Menlo Park Circus Club. 

• Due to the complexity and potential costs of working with a privately owned site at some 
distance from the Channel, the Town chose not to relocate the project to the JL Dixon 
Stables. 

• The Town first attempted to work with the Las Lomitas Elementary School District on a 
water capture project at the school. However, the Town was not able to come to an 
agreement with the School District. 

• The Town moved the project downstream to Holbrook-Palmer Park - actually a better site 
because of a larger tributary area and more space available for construction of the project. 

• A water capture project at Holbrook-Palmer Park will make it possible to address both water 
quality and the need for an upstream water capture project within the Bayfront 
Canal/Atherton Channel Watershed.  

• Completion of a water capture project will also provide the opportunity to use treated 
captured stormwater to irrigate the park during portions of the year (purple pipe). 

• The Town also has the ability to leverage the project together with its outside funding 
source to obtain needed Park improvements. 

What benefits will this project bring to the Park? 

• A new park irrigation system using cleaned water from the Water Capture facility. 
• New pathways that are disturbed by the project. 
• New natural grass area. 

How long would construction take and how would it impact the Park? 

• Construction on the project is expected to start in July 2019 and last about 14 months.  One 
of the areas the project is currently proposed is the southeast corner of the park.  If 
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constructed there, the baseball field and other areas of the park are not anticipated to be 
impacted. 

How are these facilities maintained and what are the costs? 

• The Town, or through an MOU with other local agencies, would be required to pay for all 
ongoing operations and maintenance costs.  These are currently estimated at between 
$50,000 to $100,000 per year.  

• Depending on the type of facility constructed, maintenance would include a Vactor truck 
(large vacuum cleaner) come on a quarterly basis to remove debris collected from the run 
off.  

• It is not known at this time if another bridge for maintenance vehicles only will be required. 

• Other impurities may be required to be removed through a filtering system prior to be used 
to irrigate the park or be sent back into the Atherton Channel.  If such a filter system is 
included in the project, Total O&M costs could range between $75,000 and $125,000. 

Why is Caltrans funding the project? 

• The Caltrans’ statewide stormwater permit requires Caltrans to achieve 1650 “compliance 
units” per year. Caltrans gets one compliance unit for each $176,000 spent to retain, treat, 
or otherwise control runoff before discharge to a waterbody from its own rights-of-way. 

• If Caltrans works with local governments, its required expenditure per compliance unit is 
reduced by 50%, resulting in each unit costing $88,000 rather than $176,000. 

• The Town of Atherton has a unique opportunity to accept $13.6M in Caltrans funds to pay 
for all of the necessary design and construction for an 8 to 10 acre feet underground water 
capture facility.  There are no additional funds from the Town required to build this facility. 

 

What happens if the Town does not construct the project now? 

• The Town would need to find another site or most likely several smaller sites in Atherton for 
this project and spend additional money to lease or purchase enough land suitable for a 
facility of this size to implement its Green Infrastructure Plan to meet MRP requirements 
that would otherwise be met by this project. 

• Due to land availability in the Town of Atherton the Town would be required to spend an 
undetermined, but likely greater, amount of money from the Town’s Capital Improvement 
Plan (CIP) program to implement its Green Infrastructure Plan to meet MRP requirements 
that would otherwise be met by this project using Caltrans funding.  

• In addition, the Bayfront Canal/Atherton Channel flows assigned to Atherton would not be 
re-evaluated for potential reduction if an upstream stormwater capture and detention 
project were not completed within the Watershed. 

What potential fines and lawsuits could the Town face if the project is not constructed? 

• Unless the Town were to quickly spend substantial City funds to achieve a 4.4-gram 
reduction in PCBs by the end of the permit period through another means, the Town could 
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be subject to substantial state or federal fines pursuant to State Water Board and USEPA 
enforcement policies. 

• In addition, the Town could be subject to lawsuits permitted under the citizen lawsuit 
provision of the Clean Water Act that is often used by environmental non-governmental 
organizations if they perceive that municipalities are not doing enough to meet water 
quality requirements. 

• The Town could also be subject to lawsuits for “taking” due to downstream flooding. 
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