
The scoop on...
By Kerri De Rosier
Cecilia Carrick and I toured the Point Loma 
Wastewater Treatment Plant with Senior Waste-
water Operations Supervisor David Huntamer 
and Plant Operator Linda Childress.

It’s right in our back yard, yet it’s one of 
Point Loma’s biggest kept secrets: Point 
Loma’s Wastewater Treatment Plant is 
coming out of the shadows—or gutter, 
to be more specific. The City of San 
Diego Department of Public Utilities, 
Wastewater Treatment and Disposal 
Division wants everyone to know 
about the plant’s history, operations, 
challenges, and accomplishments  
over the past 50 years of continuous 
operation.
In San Diego’s early days, sewage ran 
directly from downtown gutters to the 
bay. Then in the early 1900s, outfalls 
were constructed and the sewage went 
into pipes—and directly into the bay. 
By 1940, the pollution was so bad 
that the Navy started to complain that 
it was corroding the bottoms of the 
Navy’s ships and causing illness. The 
Navy asked the City to build a waste-
water treatment plant—and the Works 
Progress Administration (WPA) began 
construction in 1942 at the intersec-
tion of Wabash Street and Pacific  
Coast Highway.  
By the 1950s, it became clear that 
San Diego’s growing population 
would need a sewage plant with more 
capacity, so the City of San Diego  
began working with the Navy to 
choose an appropriate site. After 
some back and forth (who would 
choose to have a sewage treatment 
plant in their back yard?), the parties 
settled on Point Loma. 
“It’s a perfect location,” said Senior 
Wastewater Operations Supervisor, 
David Huntamer. “No one can see it, 
there’s no chance of urbanization, and 
we have quiet neighbors.” The plant 
employees have among the best views 
in California. Sitting atop a bluff over 
the Pacific, they can see grey whales 
migrating, and enjoy their very own 
colony of harbor seals.

The 43 acre property, down the 
sweeping hill right before the Cabrillo 
Monument and past the tide pools, 
was purchased from the Navy in 1961 
for the sum of $75,000 (yes – THOU-
SAND). Opened on August 15, 1963, 
the facility serves a 450 square mile 
area that runs from Del Mar to the 
international border, and from the 
Pacific Ocean all the way to Alpine.  
That adds up to an average daily flow of 
180 million gallons; of that, 150 mil-
lion gallons of raw sewage per day is 
pumped to the plant from Pump Station 
2, located just west of Lindberg Field.

Here’s your lesson in wastewater treat-
ment, complete with a wastewater 
vocabulary lesson. When the wastewa-
ter arrives in Point Loma, it is sampled, 
then goes through giant screens 
that rake out “rags”— things such as 
tampons and tampon holders, “flush-
able” baby wipes, prophylactics, and 
vegetable matter—stuff that shouldn’t 
be flushed. Next, the water flows to grit 
removal tanks, where the heavy inor-

ganic particles are removed—stuff that 
shouldn’t go down the garbage dispos-
al, like coffee grounds and eggshells. 
The “rags” and grit are “dewatered” 
and trucked off site to a landfill. “If you 
can’t eat it, we can’t treat it,” said Hun-
tamer. “We deal only with the three 
p’s – pee, poop, and paper.” Everything 
else has to be removed from the system 
before it goes into the sedimentation 
basins and digesters, where the organic 
material is processed. 
Think of another thing you might put 
down the disposal: the fats, oils and 
grease (what the industry calls “FOG”) 
used during cooking. FOG has to be 
skimmed off the surface of sedimenta-
tion tanks, dewatered and disposed of 
as well. In the meantime, the remain-
ing organic solids settle to the bottom 
of sedimentation tanks and at this 
point, better than 90 – 95% of the 
total suspended solids in the water are 
removed for further processing in the 
anaerobic digesters. 

After one more screening and a slight 
dose of sodium hypochlorite for dis-
infection purposes, the wastewater is 
now called “plant effluent,” and is ready 
to be discharged to the ocean through 
the plant’s 4.5 mile long ocean outfall. 
The outfall is 12 feet in diameter and 
ends at 320 feet below the surface. The 
outfall ends in a T-shape and the ef-
fluent is discharged through diffusers, 
and then over the edge of a 1500-deep 
ocean canyon. “It is the most heavily 
tested body of water in the world,” said 
Huntamer. “There is no measurable 
impact to the environment, and the 
rocks holding the pipes down serve as 
a nursery.”

Harbor seals congregate in the cove below  
the plant.

Plant Operator Linda Childress shows us what 
comes from Pump Station 2.

David Huntamer samples the settling  
organic materials.



The remaining organic solids are pumped into one of the 
seven anaerobic digesters on site, which reduces them 
through a heat and bacterial process much like human 
digestion— except that the digesters can handle 3.5 million 
gallons of the stuff. This large scale digestive process pro-
duces 4.5 million cubic feet of gas—65% methane and 35% 
carbon dioxide. And here’s the cool part: they use the gas to 
power the plant, making it completely energy self-sufficient. 
They put what they don’t use right back on the energy grid. 
As if that wasn’t enough, the water that drops 90 feet into 
the outfall produces hydroelectric power that is captured 
by an on-site hydroelectric plant. The plant also sells that 
excess energy to SDG&E. 

What’s left is digested sludge, which is pumped out to the 
Metro Biosolids Center by the Miramar landfill. Remember 

when Fiesta Island had a less than pleasant smell? When the 
Metro Biosolids Center opened in 1998, Fiesta Island was 
cleaned up and the sludge was sent there. There, stabilized 
sludge is dewatered. The water captured during the dewater-
ing process is sent back to Point Loma for treatment. What’s 
left is called “biosolids,” 20% which are used as soil amend-
ments in non-food fodder crops in Arizona.  The remaining 
80% is utilized as alternative daily cover at a local landfill, 
which can increase destruction of landfill material by 30%.

The plant does all of this at a cost of a little less than 
1/3000th of a penny per gallon. “At a 90 to 95% removal 
rate, we exceed the discharge standards as established in 
the facility’s National Elimination Discharge Permit System 
(NPDES),” said Huntamer, who is retiring next year. He 
doesn’t want to take all of his knowledge with him: the plant 
has begun a public outreach program and Huntamer hopes 
to expand it to include a high schools. Groups can sign up 
for plant tours on Tuesdays and Thursdays by contacting 
Yvette Koshiol, Tour Coordinator, at (619) 221-8755 or 
ypeak@sandiego.gov.

Note: With 95 percent 
of our water imported 
from outside our 
region, water recla-
mation is a hot topic. 
“Water is becoming 
an important com-
modity,” said Hunt-
amer. An article for 
another day.

The beginning of the 90-foot drop to the ocean. The outfall produces 
hydroelectric power.

One of the seven on-site digesters

Kerri De Rosier, David Huntamer and Cecilia 
Carrick in a 12-foot diameter sewage pipe.

Childress and the “effluent.” Note the clarity!


