State of California—Health and Human Services Agency

California Department of Public Health
CDPH
MARK B MORTON, MD, MSPH
Director

EDMUND G. BROWN JR
Governor

March 24, 2011

Mr. Irwin A. Olson, President
Northern California Backflow Prevention Association
P.O. Box 1584
Valley Springs, CA 95252
RE: BACKFLOW PREVENTION ASSEMBLY CERTIFIED TESTERS
Dear Mr. Olson:
The Division of Drinking Water and Environmental Management's Drinking Water Program,
within the California Department of Public Health (Department), has received and reviewed your
request to have the Department determine whether individuals that successfully complete
Northern California Backflow Prevention Association's (NCBPA's) certification process for
backflow prevention assembly testers would be acceptable to the Department for performing
testing on backflow prevention assemblies in California. In response, the Department believes
it is prudent to first provide some statutory and regulatory background related to the subject,
before describing the Department's position. The Department is responsible for administering
California's Safe Drinking Water Act (SDWA), as well as adopting and enforcing regulations.
With respect to the issue at hand, Health and Safety Code §116555(a)(2) requires any person
that owns a public water system to ensure their system will not be subject to backflow. Further,
the Department has adopted regulations pertaining to the prevention of backflow incidents (i.e.
cross connection control). The regulations may be found in Title 17 of California's Code of
Regulations; specifically, sections 7583 through 7605. Section 7605(b) addresses the subject
of those responsible for the testing of backflow prevention assemblies via the following
requirement:
(b) Backflow preventers shall be tested by persons who have demonstrated their
competency in testing of these devices to the water supplier or health agency.
As a result, it is important to understand that the Department's position on this issue would not
necessarily be binding throughout California's cross connection control industry. For example,
a tester may demonstrate their competency to other health agencies or the water supplier for
which they'd be performing testing, or they may be testing backflow prevention assemblies for
reasons unrelated to the requirements set forth by the Department for public water systems.
Public water systems or other health agencies may impose conditions or restrictions on testers
that are beyond the Department's authority or control.
The Department believes the proper testing of backflow prevention assemblies is crucial to the
prevention of backflow and is a cornerstone of a cross connection control program. The
Department would consider that an individual has demonstrated competency in the testing of
backflow prevention assemblies, if, for example, the candidate has been certified through a
certification process that includes, at least, the following components:
Division of Drinking Water and Environmental Management
P.O. Box 997377, MS 7400, Sacramento, CA 95899-7377
Telephone (916) 449-5577 (916) 449-5575 Fax
Internet Address: www.cdoh.ca.aov

Mr. Irwin Olson
March 24, 2011
Page 2 of 3

1) Passing an initial written exam that includes, at least, the following subjects:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Hydraulic, theory, and principles of backflow
California cross-connection control codes and regulations
Backflow prevention assemblies - installation, design, operation, and maintenance
Field test equipment - type and when to verify accuracy .
Recordkeeping and safety
Field test procedures for RP, DC, PVB, and SVB backflow prevention assemblies,
utilizing USC's 9th or 10th edition procedures.1

Preferably, the written exam would consist of at least 100 questions (typically in a nonsubjective grading format, such as multiple choice) that vary from one exam session to
another.
2) Passing a performance (i.e. "hands-on") exam that demonstrates the candidate is
proficient in accurately determining and reporting the condition of an RP, DC, PVB, and
SVB assemblies under properly or improperly working conditions, including those with
leaks in shutoff valves, check valves, air inlet valves, or relief valves, while utilizing
USC's 9th or 10th edition field test procedures.
The performance exam should follow procedures like the following: Only one candidate
should perform and be evaluated by a proctor at one time. If the candidate makes an
error(s) - with an error being an action that could affect the outcome of the field test
procedure - during a performance exam (including the reporting of results), the proctor
should let the candidate proceed to the completion of the field test. The proctor should
then inform the candidate that they have erred in their procedure and that the candidate
is free to start the field test again. If the candidate makes an error(s) during the second
attempt, the proctor should let the candidate proceed to the completion of the field test;
then the proctor should stop the performance exam and explain to the candidate the
cause(s) for failure.
Performance exam proctors should not only be well-qualified, but also impartial and
independent of the candidate's training providers. Impartiality means, for example, that
there is no conflict of interest between the proctors and the candidate or training
provider. Proctors should not administer exams to candidates that they have taught and
proctors should not be affiliated, other than as proctors, with the establishment providing
the training.
3) Recertification should be required no less frequently than every three years, with the
written and performance examinations covering the same subjects as the initial
certification process, as well as any new developments in the field.
Additionally, the Department believes it would be in the best interest of the candidate, public
water systems, and health agencies, for certifying bodies to maintain a list of all currently
certified backflow prevention assembly testers, along with their expiration dates. Ideally, the list
would be readily accessible to the water systems, the public, and health agencies via a Web
site posting or similar means.
'USC' refers to the University of Southern California's Foundation for Cross-Connection Control and Hydraulic Research. 'RP',
'DC', 'PVB', and 'SVB' refer to the following assemblies, respectively: Reduced Pressure Principle, Double Check Valve, Pressure
Vacuum Breaker, and Spill-Resistant Pressure Vacuum Breaker.
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Therefore, if the NCBPA's certification program can establish that it includes the above
components, the Department would generally consider a candidate, who has successfully
completed and obtained certification from the NCBPA, to have demonstrated their competency
to the Department, assuming, of course, that the Department has no evidence that the
applicant has engaged in activities that demonstrate a lack of competency. Additionally,
regardless of whether NCBPA's tester program meets the criteria above, the Department's
position on this matter does not, in any manner, preclude the NCBPA from administering a
training program for the testing of backflow preventions assemblies.
The Department appreciates the efforts you and the NCBPA has made in providing education
to those interested in the drinking water industry. If you have any question regarding this
matter, please contact Mike McKibben at Michael.McKibben@cdph.ca.gov or Richard Hinrichs
at Richard.Hinrichs(S)cdph.ca.gov.

Sincerely,

Mark Bartson, P.E., Chief
Technical Operations Section
Division of Drinking Water and Environmental Management

cc: Michael McKibben, CDPH
Richard Hinrichs, CDPH
Cindy Forbes, CDPH

