Wastewater Treatment Plant Coverage

While there is no universal rule for the amount of time an operator is required to spend at a wastewater treatment plant, the DEC has provided some guidance regarding this issue. The following has been taken from the DEC’s Technical and Operational Guidance Series (TOGS) regarding treatment plant coverage.

2. Plant Coverage

Wastewater treatment plants are specialized, highly complex facilities that require the

expertise and presence of specially trained, skilled individuals (certified operators) in order to

provide optimum treatment on a continual basis.

Process control monitoring is the primary tool utilized by operators to evaluate treatment

plant performance. This monitoring includes, but is not limited to, the collection of samples

for analysis, the use of electronic monitoring devices, visual observations, and the detection of

odors. It is the collection and interpretation of the information provided by the senses (visual

and olfactory) that requires that the operator be physically present at the treatment facility.

The information gathered from the senses should not be underestimated. Frequently, a

change in the status of the operation of a facility will be noted by sight or smell before

sampling results indicate that a change has occurred.

The importance of using the senses in the operation of treatment plants is recognized in

both the NYSDEC Basic Operations Curricula Guide for Wastewater Treatment Plant

Operator Certification Training and California State University's Operation of Wastewater

Treatment Plants, Vols. 1 and 2. These documents, which are used in the certification

training courses, make frequent reference to the importance and use of information that

operators must be capable of gathering by using the senses.

The primary driving forces that require the regular presence of trained professionals

(certified operators) are the collection of information necessary to determine the operating

status of the facility, the need to interpret that information, and the ability to make the

appropriate operational adjustments.

The amount of time needed to collect the information and to make the appropriate

adjustments may vary greatly from facility to facility. At large facilities, this may be a

continuous process requiring the presence of a certified operator 24 hours a day. Smaller,

less complex facilities will likely not require the continuous 24-hour-a-day presence of a

certified operator. The number of hours per day that a certified operator should be present at

these smaller facilities should be determined on a case-by-case basis. It is not possible to

establish a specific universal time period when certified operators should be present at plants

that would be appropriate for all treatment facilities.

Although establishment of a universal time period is not possible, an absolute minimum

time at the plant can be derived from the facility's monitoring requirements. Certain

monitoring tests must be performed over a specified amount of time i.e., settleable solids.

Accordingly, at the minimum, the certified operator must be at the facility for a long enough
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period to collect, analyze and record required samples. A reasonable minimum time period to

perform these functions is typically about 2 hours.

Considering the above, the following minimum plant coverage guidance has been

established:

a. Each wastewater treatment plant should be manned by an appropriately certified

operator (chief or assistant/shift) a minimum of two hours per day each and every day.

The chief operator has the responsibility to ensure that the treatment system operates at

peak performance.

The chief operator has many critical duties including, but not limited to the following:

Planning - including setting objectives, developing routine procedures, problem

solving and decision making.

Organizing - including assigning responsibilities for work activities so that the plant's

mission will be achieved and delegating authority necessary to properly

accomplish work activities.

Directing - ensuring that the day-to-day plant functions are carried out.

Controlling - evaluating results and performance against a set of objectives. This

includes the evaluation of financial, technical and personnel objectives.

(A more complete and detailed listing of chief operator duties and responsibilities can be

found in Water Environment Federation's Manual of Practice 11 and The Plant Manager's

Handbook MOP SM-4).

Certain duties such as planning and organizing do not necessarily require the everyday

presence of the chief operator at the plant. However, the duties of directing and controlling

cannot be effectively performed without the regular physical presence of the chief operator at

the facility for which they have been designated the individual with responsible supervision.

It is the chief operator who is ultimately responsible for all process control decisions. It

is this process control responsibility, above all others, which requires the chief operator's

regular physical presence at the treatment facility. The chief operator should be present at the

facility on a sufficiently frequent basis to coordinate operational changes that the process

control monitoring data suggest are necessary.

The operational status of most facilities can change over a short period of time, (i.e. 48-

72 hours or over the course of a weekend). It is, therefore, considered both necessary and

reasonable to require that the chief operator be present on the average at least one third of the
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time.

Considering the above, the following guidance has been established:

b. The chief operator should be present at each wastewater treatment plant not less than 30

days per calendar quarter.

While the above guidance is considered appropriate for most facilities, it is recognized

that not all facilities require the same amount of operator attention to perform optimally.

Depending upon various conditions or considerations, certain facilities may require a more or

less frequent operator presence than that established above.

The basis for requiring alternate chief and/or assistant operator coverage may be derived

from any of the following considerations:

I. The SPDES permit monitoring requirements.

ii. Volume and characteristics of wastes.

iii. Receiving water considerations.

iv. Influent wastewater variability and resulting potential impact on the treatment

process.

v. Compliance and operational history.

vi. Complexity of operation.

vii. Sensitivity of operation to change.

viii. Age and physical condition of facilities.

ix. Seasonal Factors

x. Other site specific factors that may require more or less operator attention.

With the above in mind, the following additional guidance has been established:

c. The RWE may modify the requirements of III.B.2.a. or b above in accordance with an

approved plant coverage plan. Such a plan, developed by the permittee should at a

minimum include the periods in which certified staff will be present at the facility. The

RWE may require that the plan include additional information necessary to ensure

proper operation and maintenance of the facility. Such additional information may

include, but not be limited to, a listing of specific duties that will be performed daily or

requiring that a daily log be maintained.

The TOGS also include the following requirement for contract operators:

4. Use of Consulting Operators

Appropriately certified consulting operators should be permitted only when the

consulting operator satisfies the plant coverage requirements of III B.2.

Remember these are “recommended minimum” plant coverage requirements. The actual amount of time an operator needs to spends at the plant should be decided upon in conjunction with the operator based on plant size, complexity of operation, maintenance needs, etc.
