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Regulations Basics: 
Operator Certification

RCAC

WELCOME!

This training is presented by RCAC with 
funding provided by the California State 

Revolving Fund (SRFCA) from the California 
State Water Resources Control Board, 

Division of Drinking Water (DDW)
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RCAC

Your Moderator Today…

Kevin Baughman
Reno NV

kbaughman@rcac.org

RCAC

The Rural Community Assistance 
Partnership

4

RCAC
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RCAC

Affordable housing

Community facilities

Water and wastewater infrastructure financing 
(Loan Fund)

Classroom and online training

On-site technical assistance 

Median Household Income (MHI) surveys

RCAC Programs

Performance Assessment 
Rating Tool (PART)

• 4 to 6 weeks from today
• Email w/ today’s workshop in subject line
• 3 questions – 3 minutes maximum
• How did you use the information that was 

presented today?
• Funders are looking for positive changes
• Help us continue these free workshops!
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Questions?

Text your questions and comments 
anytime during the session

Your Presenter Today…

Neil Worthen
Las Cruces, NM

nworthen@rcac.org
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RCAC

Housekeeping

Participation / attentiveness

Evaluation

Certificates for contact hours

Control 
Tabs
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Audio 
Controls

Attendee 
List

Today’s 
Materials
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Questions?

Text your questions and comments 
anytime during the session

Regulations Basics:      
Operator Certification
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RCAC

Today’s Agenda

 Importance of Operator Certification

Requirements of Operator Certification

 Operator certification testing requirement

 Operator certification renewal

 Water system classification

Additional Resources

RCAC

The Walkerton Incident 

 Operated by Stan 
Koebel (GM) and his 
brother Frank 
(foreman)

 Grandfathered 
operators, no 
training
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RCAC

The Contamination 
Spring 2000

 Farmer spreads 
manure on his property 
for crops

 Heavy rains totaling 
5.25 inches

 Well was contaminated, 
operators did not have 
training to deal with it

RCAC

Results of this contamination

 7 people die

 2300 people become ill

 Many have permanent organ damage

 Could have been prevented = trained operators!
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RCAC

Poll Time!
Question 1: What is your level of certification?

California Water Systems

Type of System Approximate #

COMMUNITY 3,000
Large (>3,000 people) 700

Small (>15 connection, <3,000 people) 2,300

NON-COMMUNITY 4,500
Nontransient 1,500

Transient 3,000

Total 7,500

Population Served Population  /  %

LWS (9.3% of PWS) 37 m   /  99%

SWS  (90.7% of PWS) 400,000 /  1%
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RCAC

California Certification By the 
Numbers

 34,495 water operator certificates

 14,085 water treatment certificates

 20,410 water distribution certificates

 21,953 individual water operators

1/3 of operators hold both treatment and 
distribution certification

RCAC

Regulations

Congress approved the Federal Safe Drinking 
Water Act (SDWA) in 1974, implemented1977

All states with primacy implemented water 
treatment operator program

The 1996 amendments to the Federal SDWA 
require distribution certification

California adopted distribution regulations
effective 1/1/01
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RCAC

Who Is Required To Have A 
Certified Water Operator?

A public water system serves the same 15 
service connections OR same 25 people at 
least 60 days per year

Community Water System – at least 15 
connections or 25 people year round

Nontransient Noncommunity Water System –
Same 25 people over 6 months per year

Transient Noncommunity Water System – NA

RCAC

Poll Time!
Question 2: What type of system do you operate?
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RCAC

State Regulations – Title 22

Only certified treatment operators shall operate 
a treatment plant when:

Chemicals are used to meet primary or 
secondary standards

 Filtration is required for water quality to meet 
California or federal SDWA 

Multi media or slow sand 

Membrane etc 

RCAC

State Regulations – Title 22

Distribution certification:

Disinfects water as 
precaution only

Ground water systems not 
needing any treatment

Systems that deliver water 
to consumers after 
treatment 

Community & Nontransient 
water systems

182

Installation: La Mesa, CA
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RCAC

Purpose of Operator 
Certification

Operator certification ensures the delivery 
of safe drinking water 

Operator certification sets standards for 
education, training, and experience

Standards are set by a stakeholders 
committee in California 

RCAC

Requirements 
Operator Certification

 Every public water system is required to 
have a certified operator

 Requirements for obtaining certification

 Requirements for maintaining certification

 Water system classification
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RCAC

Requirements 
Operator Certification

 Every public water system is required to 
have a certified operator

 Treatment operators

 Distribution operators

RCAC

Definitions

 Chief Operator – Operator designated 
who has overall responsibility for the day-
to-day, hands-on, operation of a water 
treatment facility or the person who has 
overall responsibility for the day-to-day, 
hands-on, operation of a distribution 
system. 
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RCAC

Definitions

 Shift Operator -- person in direct charge 
of the operation of a water treatment 
facility or distribution system for a 
specified period of the day 

RCAC

Definitions

 Water Treatment Facility – a system that 
affects the physical, chemical, or bacteriological 
quality of water distributed. 

Facilities consisting of only disinfection for which 
no Giardia or virus reduction is required which 
are under the control of a certified distribution 
operator are not included as water treatment 
facilities. 

(If you have a water treatment facility, you must 
have a water treatment certified operator)
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RCAC

Definitions

Distribution system -- means any 
combination of pipes, tanks, pumps, etc., 
which delivers drinking water from a 
source or treatment facility to the 
consumer and includes: disinfection 
facilities for which no Giardia or virus 
reduction is required 

RCAC

Treatment Certification 
Requirements

If you have a treatment facility you must have a treatment certified operator

Operators other than the Chief and Shift Operators can be treatment 
certified at any grade level
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RCAC

Distribution Certification 
Requirements

All public water systems must have a distribution certified operator

RCAC

Distribution Certification 
Requirements

 Water systems shall utilize only certified 
distribution operators to make decisions 
addressing the following operational activities: 

 Install, tap, re-line, disinfect, test and connect water mains and 
appurtenances. 

 Shutdown, repair, disinfect and test broken water mains. 

 Oversee the flushing, cleaning, and pigging of existing water 
mains. 

 Pull, reset, rehabilitate, disinfect and test domestic water wells. 

 Stand-by emergency response duties for after hours distribution 
system operational emergencies. 

 Drain, clean, disinfect, and maintain distribution reservoirs.
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RCAC

Distribution Certification 
Requirements

 Water systems shall utilize either certified 
distribution operators or treatment operators that 
have been trained to make decisions addressing 
the following operational activities: 

 Operate pumps and related flow and pressure control 
and storage facilities manually or by using a system 
control and data acquisition (SCADA) system. 

 Maintain and/or adjust system flow and pressure 
requirements, control flows to meet consumer 
demands including fire flow demands and minimum 
pressure requirements.

RCAC

QUIZ Time!
Question 3: What skills should an operator have?



20

RCAC

Questions?

Text your questions and comments 
anytime during the session

RCAC

Requirements 
Operator Certification

 Every public water system is required to have 
a certified operator

 Requirements for obtaining certification

 Requirements for maintaining certification

 Water system classification
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RCAC

Obtaining Certification –
General Requirements

 Education

 High School, GED or equivalent

 Specialized training

 Experience (Grades 3, 4 and 5)

 Exam

 Fee ($$$) to SWRCB for cert

To Take Treatment Exam…
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To Get Treatment Cert…

RCAC

Substitutions For Experience

Associates Degree

Bachelors Degree

Masters Degree, Etc.

Have your argument prepared, contact 
DDW to make sure education counts!
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Distribution

Distribution
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RCAC

Substitutions For Experience

Associates Degree

Bachelors Degree

Masters Degree, Etc.

Have your argument prepared, contact 
DDW to make sure education counts!

RCAC

Don’t Forget the EXAM!
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RCAC



26

RCAC

RCAC
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RCAC

RCAC

Treatment Testing Locations
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RCAC

RCAC
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RCAC

RCAC
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RCAC

RCAC

Distribution Testing 
Locations
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Books for Treatment Exam Prep

Water Treatment Plant Operations, Volume 1 
(CSUS 916-278-6142)

Water Treatment Plant Operations, Volume 2 
(CSUS 916-278-6142)

Water Treatment Operator Training Handbook 
(AWWA 800-926-7337)

RCAC

Books for Distribution Exam Prep

Water Distribution System Operation and 
Maintenance (CSUS 916-278-6142)

Small Water System Operation and 
Maintenance (CSUS 916-278-6142)

Water Distribution Operator Training Handbook 
(AWWA 800-926-7337)
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RCAC

Information Overload!

Expected range of 
knowledge!!!

Water language

Safety

Disinfection

Water math

Attend exam prep 
workshop

The Tests!

85 multiple choice questions

15 multiple choice math problems

Conversion sheet provided 

Questions can be confusing

Must be completed within 3 hours
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Test Day

The day before…

Arrive early the day of the test

Bring ID, admittance card, calculator and 
#2 pencils ONLY

Follow proctors directions 

Test Day

Scan the test briefly 

Read first 6 questions without answering

Eliminate answers that are wrong

Pick best response of the remaining 
answers
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RCAC

Test day

Understand exactly what the question 
is asking

Do not leave unanswered questions 

No answer = wrong answer 

Mark guesses & come back to them

RCAC

Test day

Math problems

Show your work (write it down!)

Enter into calculator, write down 
answer, clear, repeat

Calculator requirements

Pace yourself

Do not cheat!
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RCAC

Requirements 
Operator Certification

 Every public water system is required to have 
a certified operator

 Requirements for obtaining certification

 Requirements for maintaining certification

 Water system classification

RCAC

Maintaining 
Certification

 Certification renewal every 3 years

 Continuing education required for renewal

 Necessary to upgrade/maintain skills

 Fee ($$$) required for renewal

 Non-renewal requires retest
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RCAC

Required Continuing Education

RCAC

And Don’t Forget the Fees
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RCAC

Tips for Maintaining 
Certification

 Notify DDW within 60 days of any change of 
address 

 Keep records of continuing education, 
including:

 Title, 

 name of the instructor, 

 location, 

 date(s), and 

 number of contact hours 

RCAC

QUIZ Time!
Question 5: Which of the following is not true?
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RCAC

Questions?

Text your questions and comments 
anytime during the session

RCAC

Requirements 
Operator Certification

 Every public water system is required to have 
a certified operator

 Requirements for obtaining certification

 Requirements for maintaining certification

 Water system classification
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Water System Classification

 Every water system is classified to determine 
required operator certification grade 

Water System Classification

1 2 3 4 5

Smallest, least complex Largest, most complex

RCAC

Water System Classification

 Every water system is classified for:

 Distribution system

 Treatment facility (N/A for systems that 
don’t treat their water)

 DDW has classified all water systems in CA
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Distribution Classification

 Based on population served with upgrade of 
classification for more complex systems 
(multiple pressure zones, tanks, disinfectants 
used, PRVs…)

RCAC

Treatment System 
Classification

 Treatment System Classification is based 
on:

 Raw water quality

 Treatment technology used

 Disinfectant used

 Plant flow (capacity)
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RCAC

Poll Time!
Question 6: At what level is your water system classified?

RCAC

Resources

 California Drinking Water Regulations  
http://www.waterboards.ca.gov/drinking_w
ater/certlic/drinkingwater/documents/lawbo
ok/dwregulations-2014-07-01.pdf

 Water Board web site

http://www.waterboards.ca.gov/drinking_w
ater/programs/index.shtml
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Test your OpCert knowledge  
Test 1: Example of test questions on the state exam.

RCAC

Session Evaluation

Go to file, click on “close or leave session”

Evaluation automatically pops up

 If it does not, one will be e-mailed to you 
within 24 hours

We need these for your contact hours!
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To contact the trainers…

nworthen@rcac.org 

 kbaughman@rcac.org

RCAC

5 minute 
break


