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The 7-Up bottling plant in North Sacramento.
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Councilman demands report, resolution on
potential hazardous gas issue connected to soda
bottling plant
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Sacramento City Councilman Allen Warren is seeking answers

and a timely resolution to a potential hazardous gas issue in the

sewer system below a neighborhood in North Sacramento.

As first reported by the Business Journal last month, the city’s

Department of Utilities has been in a four-year standoff with a

soda bottling plant operated by Dr. Pepper Snapple Group Inc.

over high levels of hazardous gases detected in the sewer

system near the intersection of Marysville and Del Paso

boulevards.

Since 2015, the city has issued half a dozen violation notices and

stop work orders against the plant in connection to the issue. Dr.

Pepper (NYSE: DPS) has denied that the plant is the source of the

gases, and has questioned whether the hazardous gas readings

are accurate.

Warren addressed the issue at Thursday’s Council meeting

during a discussion of a recent audit of workplace safety at the

Department of Utilities. One of the main findings of the audit was
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that the department’s gas monitoring program “lacks

accountability.”  Warren put pressure on Department of Utilities director Bill Busath to come to a firm

conclusion about the presence of hazardous gases in the sewer system and arrive at a speedy

resolution of the issue.

“Time is of the essence — this has been going on for several years,” Warren said at the Council

meeting. “I would like to ask either a report back to my office or a report back to the Council, because

this is something that could potentially impact a significant number of people in the city. It could also

impact one of the largest businesses” in the area.  

The issue first came to the city's attention in 2014, when alarms in the sewer system alerted the

Department of Utilities to the presence of potentially hazardous gases. The Department of Utilities

found high levels of hydrogen, which is flammable at high concentrations, and carbon dioxide, which

can displace oxygen. An investigation by the department led it to believe the bottling plant was the

source of the wastewater causing the hazardous gases in the sewer system.

The bottling plant opened in 1983 at its current location at 2670 Land Ave. in the Cannon Industrial

Park. It produces products including 7-Up, Dr. Pepper and Canada Dry Ginger Ale. The plant employs

about 180 people and an affiliated distribution center employs an additional 200-plus.

The city took temporary actions against the plant, including violation notices and temporary

shutdowns, but has taken no lasting or permanent actions against the plant. For the last several years,

the city suspended maintenance on the sewer system in the area unless the bottling plant is shut

down, due to concern for city workers' safety.

Separately, the plant paid a settlement of $40,000 to Sacramento County in 2016 due to a series of

wastewater violations, including failure to train personnel on hazardous waste management and

failure to dispose of hazardous waste within 90 days of accumulation.

Since last year, the city has not taken action against the plant, though Busath told the Business Journal

that his department, along with the Sacramento Regional County Sanitation District, continues to

monitor the gas levels in the sewer system.

The audit report issued Thursday found that the Department of Utilities was not regularly calibrating

its gas monitoring equipment in accordance with manufacturer directions. A calibration assessment

called “bump testing” is supposed to be conducted before each day’s use, according to the audit, but

the report found that employees had used the detectors nearly 300 times without conducting those

tests.

“This raises concerns regarding the effectiveness of these gas detectors to detect hazardous gases,”

the report stated.

The report also found gas monitoring data was not regularly uploaded to the department’s computer

system.
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The audit did not mention the potential hazardous gas situation in the sewer system near the bottling

plant, but city auditor Jorge Oseguera said he was surprised it had not been brought to his attention

by the Department of Utilities. Oseguera said his team specifically asked if there were any ongoing

issues related to hazardous gases in the city, or if there were any instances of worker injury. At least

several employees have reported nausea, respiratory issues and watery eyes while working in or near

the sewer system, and one employee was hospitalized in 2015.   

The audit’s findings were troubling to Warren, especially in light of the ongoing issues in the sewer

system in his district, he said.

“I think this is something we need to address right away,” Warren said. He later added, “It’s in (Dr.

Pepper’s) best interest to get this resolved, as well as it is to the city and residents."

Mayor Darrell Steinberg also weighed in on the issue of hazardous gas detection, although he did not

explicitly reference the bottling plant.

“This issue of gas monitoring — I want to make sure tonight we leave this item and this meeting

confident that that issue is being addressed assertively and aggressively,” Steinberg said at the

Council meeting. “Because you can just imagine tragedy, and now we’ve been told and warned.”

Busath told the Council that the department is implementing changes in accordance with the findings

of the audit, such as conducting daily calibration tests on gas monitoring equipment.

In an emailed statement to the Business Journal, Busath stated that he does not believe the issue

poses a public safety risk.

"Moving forward, the city will continue testing and monitoring in coordination with Regional

Sanitation and re-engage Dr. Pepper to find a solution that allows Department of Utilities workers to

perform routine maintenance and monitoring," Busath said.

Scott Rodd
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