
WHAT DO I DO IF I GOT AN  
AIR DISTRICT WARNING?

Section 1: The Notice Arrives

The notice lands on a Tuesday. A facility manager at a commercial operation in Northern California opens an envelope 
from the local Air Pollution Control District and finds a Notice of Violation. The finding: the site’s natural gas emergency 
generator was not equipped with positive crankcase ventilation to recirculate crankcase vapors back into the engine’s 
air intake or emission control device meeting the minimum control efficiency the district requires.

The facility manager had no idea this was a requirement. The generator had run fine for years. Nothing had visibly 
failed. But a routine inspection surfaced the gap, and now the district wants a written description of the corrective action 
plan returned with the notice.

If this is you, take a breath. You are not alone, and this is fixable. An Air District warning generator California businesses 
receive is rarely the end of the road. But how you respond in the next 30 days matters a great deal. This guide walks 
you through what the notice means, what to do right now, what commonly triggers these findings, and how the right 
partner keeps them from arriving at all.

 A Facility Manager’s Guide to  
Generator Compliance in California

Understanding your Air District notice, violation, or inspection — and how to respond before it 
gets worse.



Section 2: Understanding What You Received

Not all Air District notices are the same. The envelope you received falls into one of four categories, and the category 
tells you how urgently you need to act. The differences matter, because the response a Notice of Violation demands is 
not the response an Inspection Notice calls for. Read the heading on your document carefully, then match it below.

1. Notice of Violation (NOV)

You have been found in violation of a specific regulation. 
Fines are likely, and the clock is already running. An NOV 
requires a formal written response, often including a 
corrective action plan that describes how and when you 
will fix the cited problem. This is the most serious notice 
of the four. Act immediately, and do not assume you can 
talk your way out of it informally.

2. Compliance Order

You have been flagged and given a defined window to 
correct the issue. You still have time, but the deadline is 
real: non-compliance after it passes escalates to fines or 
legal action. Treat the stated date as firm, move quickly, 
and document every step you take so you can show 
good faith.

3. Inspection Notice

An inspector is scheduled to visit, or one showed up 
unannounced. You may not yet be in violation, but you 
need to be ready. Records, permits, and equipment 
condition will all be reviewed. What you can produce 
on the spot often shapes the outcome more than the 
condition of the equipment itself.

4. Complaint-Triggered Investigation

A neighbor, community member, or employee filed a 
complaint, and the district is investigating. Complaints 
about smoke, noise, or excessive runtime are one of the 
most common triggers for an inspection. You may not 
be in violation at all. But how you respond, and what 
records you can put in front of the inspector, matters 
enormously to where this goes next.



Section 3: What to Do Right Now

If a notice just arrived, work through these steps in order. The goal is a calm, documented, on-time response — not 
a scramble.

•	 Read the notice carefully. Identify the exact regulation cited. The rule number tells you what the district believes 
is wrong and what compliance looks like.

•	 Note the response deadline and calendar it immediately. Missing a deadline turns a manageable problem into a 
worse one.

•	 Do not ignore it. An Air District notice does not go away on its own. Silence is read as non-compliance.
•	 Pull your equipment records. Gather operating logs, fuel receipts, maintenance history, and permit 

documentation. These are the evidence of your good-faith operation.
•	 Contact a qualified compliance expert. Someone who knows the applicable district rules can tell you in one 

conversation how serious the finding is and what a credible corrective action plan looks like.
•	 Draft your corrective action plan. Describe the specific fix, who will perform it, and when. Get expert help if the 

citation involves equipment or emission controls.
•	 Respond in writing within the required timeframe. Keep a copy of everything you submit, with the date you  

sent it.
•	 Document everything going forward. The habits that close out this notice are the same ones that prevent  

the next.

If you want a hand working through a notice you have already received, CD & Power’s compliance services team 
does this regularly across Northern California and Western Nevada.



Section 4: What Commonly Triggers These Notices

The crankcase ventilation finding in our opening scenario is one entry point, but it is far from the only one. These 
violations rarely announce themselves. A generator or industrial engine can run fine mechanically while quietly 
accumulating regulatory exposure. Here are the categories that most often surface during inspections.

Generators
•	 Missing or non-compliant crankcase emission controls, such as a positive crankcase ventilation system or an 

equivalent control device
•	 Exceeding operating-hour limits for non-emergency use (the standard limit for maintenance and testing is 50 

hours per year)
•	 Missing or expired Permit to Operate (required for engines rated 50 brake horsepower or greater)
•	 Incomplete or missing operating logs (a minimum of 36 months of records must be kept)
•	 Use of fuel that is not CARB-certified
•	 Failure to meet National Fire Protection Association (NFPA) Standard 110 load-testing requirements
•	 Engines not certified to the applicable EPA Tier emission standard

Industrial Engines
•	 Crankcase ventilation and emission control deficiencies, the same class of issue as the opening scenario
•	 Missing air district permits
•	 Non-compliant fuel type or missing fuel documentation
•	 Operation beyond permitted hours
•	 Missing or incomplete maintenance and fuel records

The pattern is consistent: equipment that looks healthy can still be out of compliance on paper. Many of these 
requirements trace back to California’s Airborne Toxic Control Measure for stationary compression-ignition engines, 
administered by the California Air Resources Board (CARB), along with overlapping local district rules and federal 
emission standards. A qualified technician knows what an inspector looks for. Most facility managers cannot be 
expected to, and the rules differ by district and by engine type. That last point matters: the well-known CARB diesel 
rule does not automatically govern a natural gas unit, so identifying the regulation actually cited in your notice is the 
first step toward a correct response.



Section 5: The Cost of Getting This Wrong

This is the part worth bringing to your CFO or operations leadership, because the numbers reframe the conversation 
from expense to risk management.

•	 Recordkeeping failures commonly carry penalties of up to $1,000 per day for each day records are not 
maintained.

•	 More serious violations, such as exceeding hour limits, operating without a valid permit, or tampering with 
emission controls, can reach tens of thousands of dollars per day in civil penalties.

•	 Escalation risk: a Compliance Order ignored becomes a Notice of Violation; an NOV left unaddressed can become 
a civil or even criminal enforcement action.

•	 Operational risk: an Air District can order equipment shut down pending compliance, taking your backup power 
offline exactly when you need it provable and ready.

•	 Reputational risk: enforcement actions can become part of the public record.

Set against that exposure, the math is straightforward. One year of a professional maintenance and compliance 
contract costs a fraction of responding to a single Notice of Violation, and it removes most of the underlying risk 
before it ever becomes a finding.

That framing is also the argument a facility manager needs when justifying the spend to leadership. Proactive 
compliance is not a discretionary line item; it is insurance against a quantifiable liability that lands on the operation’s 
books and, potentially, on the public record. When a finance or operations leader sees the cost of a maintenance 
contract beside the daily penalty exposure and the cost of equipment ordered offline, the investment justifies itself. 
The conversation shifts from “why are we spending this” to “why would we carry this risk.”



Section 6: How a Compliance Partner Changes the Equation

A qualified compliance partner is not a vendor 
you call after the notice arrives. The value is 
in what happens before. AQMD compliance 
Northern California generator operators count on 
covers a defined set of recurring responsibilities:

•	 Maintaining your operating logs and 
compliance records so the 36-month 
requirement is satisfied

•	 Identifying equipment-level deficiencies, 
including crankcase controls, before an 
inspector does

•	 Managing your Permit to Operate through 
applications, renewals, and condition 
compliance

•	 Performing and documenting NFPA 110 load 
tests on schedule

•	 Responding alongside you when a notice 
does arrive, so you are never drafting a 
corrective action plan from scratch

In our opening scenario, CD & Power was 
called in after the notice arrived. The crankcase 
deficiency was correctable, and the corrective 
action plan was filed on time. 

When something intricate or obscure is noted 
upon inspection, we can help you address 
it quickly and thoroughly. Our technicians 
ensure the fundamentals are well maintained 
and documented, helping you demonstrate a 
commitment to compliant operation - which 
goes a long way with inspectors. CD & Power 
generator maintenance and field service teams 
build that kind of proactive review into every 
contract.

https://www.gotpower.com/generator-maintenance/
https://www.gotpower.com/service/


24 Hour Emergency Service | 866-468-7697

Corporate Office
150 Nardi Lane
Martinez, CA 94553
Hours: 8:00am to 4:30pm
(925) 229-2700

Sacramento Office
4372 Pinell Street
Sacramento, CA 95838
Hours: 8:00am to 4:30pm
(916) 564-2622

Contractor License 757162

Reno NV Branch
1395 Spice Islands Drive
Sparks, NV 89431
775.331.4151

Frequently Asked Questions

What is a Notice of Violation from an Air District?
A Notice of Violation (NOV) is a formal finding that your equipment is out of compliance with a specific air quality 
regulation. It is the most serious of the common Air District notices. An NOV usually carries the likelihood of fines and 
requires a written response, often including a corrective action plan submitted within a set deadline.

What happens if you ignore an Air District compliance order?
Ignoring a compliance order escalates the problem. Once the correction deadline passes, the district can issue fines, 
upgrade the matter to a Notice of Violation, and pursue civil or criminal enforcement. In some cases the district can 
order the equipment shut down until you demonstrate compliance. Responding on time, even partially, is always 
better than silence.

How many hours can I run my generator for testing in California?
Under California’s Airborne Toxic Control Measure for stationary engines, an emergency standby generator may be 
operated up to 50 hours per year for non-emergency maintenance and testing, as set out in Title 17 of the California 
Code of Regulations, Section 93115.6. Some districts allow up to 100 hours per year for engines meeting low-
emission criteria. Operation during a genuine emergency, such as a Public Safety Power Shutoff event, does not 
count against that limit, but every hour must still be logged.

Do I need a permit for a backup generator in California?
Generally, yes. Any stationary engine rated at 50 brake horsepower or greater requires a Permit to Operate from 
the local air district, as outlined in resources such as the Bay Area Air Quality Management District’s engine permit 
guidance. The permit sets your conditions of operation, including the annual hour limit, and must be kept current. 
Smaller engines may be exempt, but you should confirm with your district rather than assume.

A Note on Accuracy

This guide is intended to help you understand and respond to an Air District notice. It is not legal advice. Air quality 
requirements vary by district and by engine type, and the specific rule cited in your notice governs your situation. 
Always confirm the applicable requirements with your local Air District or a qualified compliance expert before 
acting.

What to Do Next

If you already have a notice: Do not wait. Call CD & Power at (925) 229-2700 and we will help you understand what 
you are facing and develop a response plan that meets your deadline. An Air District warning generator California 
facilities receive is manageable with the right help, and the sooner you start, the more options you have.

If you want to make sure you never get one: The best time to find a compliance gap is before the Air District does. 
Schedule a system readiness check through CD & Power’s compliance services and know exactly where you stand. 
We have served Northern California and Western Nevada for 40 years, and a real person answers when you call.

https://www.law.cornell.edu/regulations/california/17-CCR-93115.6
https://www.law.cornell.edu/regulations/california/17-CCR-93115.6
https://www.baaqmd.gov/permits/apply-for-a-permit/engine-permits
https://www.baaqmd.gov/permits/apply-for-a-permit/engine-permits

