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4 Sewage Warning

Executive Summary

More than 30 years after passage of
the Clean Water Act and despite
the fact that over 7 million people

become sick each year from waterborne ill-
nesses, over 850 billion gallons of untreated
or partially treated sewage are being re-
leased into U.S. rivers, lakes and streams
every year. In the Great Lakes, this prob-
lem is particularly severe: sewage dumping
is a major source of water quality degrada-
tion and attendant beach closings, wildlife
diebacks and human health problems.

Despite the known risks associated with
sewage dumping, citizens in the Great
Lakes are often not told when sewage is
being dumped. Most states around the
Great Lakes have weak, nonexistent or un-
evenly enforced sewage dumping public
notification laws and regulations. Citizens
deserve to know when the waterways in
their neighborhoods are unsafe because of
sewage dumping; they also deserve to know
what is being done to stop this problem and
how to protect their health. Currently,
many citizens are being denied this right
and, thus, exposed unknowingly to con-
taminated water

The elements of a strong dumping right-
to-know program include direct, immedi-
ate public notification via multiple methods

as well as prenotification of potential dump-
ing, annual reports that detail the extent of
the problem, and a public education and
outreach program that teaches citizens how
to avoid sewage contamination. Ranking
statewide sewage dumping laws/regulations
and their implementation against these cri-
teria reveals the following:

Michigan (A-): Best overall law,
although implementation needs to be
improved.

Indiana (B+): A model for direct public
notification, but misses some types of
dumping.

New York (B-): Some strong
requirements, but significant loopholes.

Minnesota (C+): Notification system
needs to be more systematic and
coordinated.

Pennsylvania (C-): Notification is not
comprehensive and does not reach public
directly.

Illinois (C-): Scattered approach needs
to be strengthened and institutionalized.

Wisconsin (D+): Vague rule needs to be
expanded, clarified and codified.
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Ohio (D-): No significant statewide
public notification program exists.

While notification is important to pro-
tect citizens from the hazards of sewage
dumping, the only way to truly protect pub-
lic health over the long-term is to stop the
regular release of raw or partially untreated
sewage. To stop sewage dumping, three
things need to happen:

1) Communities need to enact compre-
hensive sewage dumping solutions that
focus on preventing stormwater from
entering sewage systems as well as the
proper operation and maintenance of
sewage infrastructure.

2) Government agencies need to provide
more funding for sewage infrastructure
and ensure that funding is used
effectively.

3) Environmental agencies need to
enforce laws that require long-term

elimination of overflows and short-
term penalties for non-compliance.

One promising development in the ef-
fort to stop sewage dumping is the recent
creation of the Healing Our Waters – Great
Lakes Coalition and the EPA-led Great
Lakes Regional Collaborative. Both efforts
are in the process of creating a fundable
plan to restore the Great Lakes, including
the “virtual elimination” of sewage dump-
ing. The outcomes from these processes
will shape the future of sewage dumping in
the Lakes.

Overall, preventing sewage dumping is
not a technological issue, but rather it is an
issue of political will, citizen activation,
funding and creative thinking. Until the day
comes when wastewater treatment plants
stop dumping hazardous sewage, Great
Lakes states need to enact comprehensive
public notification programs to protect the
health and well-being of its citizens.

“Civilized people should be able to dispose of sewage in

a better way than by putting it into drinking water.”

— President Theodore Roosevelt, 1910
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Sewage in Our Waters

The dangers of untreated or partially
treated sewage are well-known. The
bacteria, viruses, worms and other un-

speakable and hazardous things that con-
taminate water are estimated to make over
7 million people sick each year in the U.S.1

People become sick when sewage contami-
nates drinking water and food as well as
swimming, fishing and boating areas. More-
over, wildlife and ecosystems are devastated

by the pathogens and other hazards present
after a raw or partially treated sewage release.

Yet, over 30 years after passing the Clean
Water Act, the U.S. is still dumping over
850 billion gallons per year of untreated
sewage into our rivers and lakes.2 In the
Great Lakes, this problem is particularly
and increasingly severe. According to a
2002 report by the EPA, if current national
trends continue, by 2025 pollution from

Figure 1. Combined Sewage Overflow (CSO) communities in the Great Lakes states
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If current national trends continue, by 2025 pollution from

sewage will reach historically highest levels ever (experienced

in 1968) reversing all the progress from the Clean Water Act.

sewage will reach historically highest lev-
els ever (experienced in 1968) reversing all
the progress from the Clean Water Act.3

Causes and Extent
of Dumping
Sewage is typically released into aquatic
ecosystems after a rainstorm or snowmelt
because the sewage treatment capacity is
overwhelmed by the volume of inflowing
water. For the purposes of this report, the
term “sewage dumping” is used to encom-
pass all three types of sewage overflows:

1) Combined Sewage Overflows
(CSOs): Combined sewer systems
carry sewage and stormwater in the
same pipes. During CSOs, stormwater
picks up toxins from businesses,
homes, yards, parking lots and streets,
mixes it with sewage, and bypasses
wastewater treatment plants to release
this noxious concoction directly or
with minimal treatment into streams,
rivers and lakes.

2) Sanitary Sewer Overflows (SSOs): If
storm sewers are separated from
sanitary sewers (i.e., sewers that only
carry waste from toilets and sinks),
SSOs occur when the sewage bypasses
treatment, typically because storm
water infiltrates and overloads the
antiquated collection system.

3) “Blending” (also called “bypasses”
or “slipstreaming”): Blended over-
flows occur when wastewater treatment

plants do not use secondary treatment,
which is the critical step to removing
many pollutants, and release this
mostly untreated sewage combined
with fully treated sewage. “Blending”
is the EPA’s euphemistic term for these
releases of hazardous sewage.

The immediate cause of all types of over-
flows is typically inflow of rainwater from
rainstorms or snowmelt but can also include
line breaks, sewer defects, poor operation
and maintenance, inadequate design and
power failures. However, the larger issue is
that overflows are designed into sewer sys-
tems and are exacerbated by expanding
populations and increases in impervious
surfaces. In other words, our sewage sys-
tems are designed to release raw or partially
treated sewage.

While the exact extent of sewage dump-
ing is largely unknown since the EPA and
state agencies have been negligent in track-
ing overflows, EPA reports that there are
9,348 CSO outfalls in 32 states, with re-
leases concentrated in the Great Lakes
states (PA=1,631; OH=1,378; NY=1,032;
IN=876; IL=742, MI=262; WI=132;
MN=11; Total=6064, 65% of U.S. total).4
Figure 1 shows the 575 communities in the
Great Lakes states which have permitted
CSOs.5 The data on SSOs are less com-
plete, but EPA estimates there are between
23,000 and 77,000 events per year, releas-
ing 3-10 billion gallons of untreated sew-
age.6 There is no comprehensive or
state-specific data on sewage blending.
Overall, approximately 7.5% of all sewage
collected by wastewater systems is not
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properly treated, despite the requirements
for full treatment in all but extreme circum-
stances under the Clean Water Act.7

Health & Ecological Impacts
Sewage dumping in the Great Lakes is a
major cause of water quality degradation
and attendant beach closings as well as
human health problems. Pollutants from
sewage dumping include:

•  Pathogens (such as bacteria, parasites
and viruses)

•  Toxins (including heavy metals and
pesticides)

•  Nutrients

•  Pharmaceuticals

•  Oxygen-depleting Chemicals

•  Suspended Solids

•  Trash/Waste/Grease/“Floatables”

Health hazards to people from sewage
dumping occur through direct contact with
contaminated water as well as food and
drinking water contamination. As men-
tioned previously, EPA estimates that over
7 million people get sick each year from
sewage dumping. Most famously, over
400,000 people became ill during a 1993
cryptosporidium outbreak in drinking wa-
ter in Milwaukee. Impacts are especially
severe on pregnant women, children, eld-
erly and immune-impaired individuals, who
represent 20% (and growing rapidly) of the
U.S. population. Impacts of sewage dump-
ing on wildlife and aquatic organisms are
largely unknown, although sewage dump-
ing increases pollution loading in already
burdened waterways in the Great Lakes and
can disrupt ecosystem functioning through
hypoxia, algal blooms, toxins (leading to
tumors and birth/development defects),
contaminating sediment, etc.

Economic costs from sewage dumping
include:

•  Increased costs for treating drinking
water

•  Clean-up costs for contaminated sites

•  Property value losses

•  Health care and worker productivity
loss from illness

•  Loss of revenue from recreation and
tourism.

In 2003, there were Great Lakes beach
closings and advisory days for 1,854 beach
days.8 Overall, EPA estimates that the loss
of income from beach closings is valued at
$1-$2 billion per year and economic losses
due to illness from sewage dumping are
valued at $28 billion per year across the U.S.9

Government Inaction
The Clean Water Act calls for the elimina-
tion of untreated or partially treated sew-
age releases into the waters of the U.S. The
permit system established under the Act is
called the National Pollution Discharge
ELIMINATION System (NPDES), yet
sewage dumping continues to rise. Incred-
ibly, EPA is attempting to loosen standards
for sewage overflows. EPA is considering a
“Sewage Blending Guidance” that would
sanction the routine release of “blended”
sewage, despite a clause in the Clean Wa-
ter Act that makes raw or diluted sewage
releases illegal except in extreme circum-
stances. In addition, funding for the Clean
Water Act’s State Revolving Fund (SRF),
which provides low-interest loans to com-
munities for wastewater treatment and
other water projects, was slashed in the
Bush Administration’s proposed fiscal year
2005 budget by $500 million (from $1.35
billion in FY ’04), but was restored to $1.1
billion by Congress (18% cut overall). The
Bush Administration’s proposed FY ’06
budget cuts the SRF to $730 million, the
largest cut in any EPA program.
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Dumping Notification Needed
to Protect Public Health

Despite the serious health risks asso-
ciated with sewage dumping as well
as the legal requirements for full

treatment, wastewater treatment plants of-
ten do not inform citizens and government
officials when sewage releases occur. State
environmental agencies are frequently to
blame for these breakings of public trust
because they are empowered yet often do
not enforce public notification and right-
to-know (RTK) provisions. State Legisla-
tures can remedy this situation, but typically
fail to, thus leaving citizens wide open to
exposure to sewage.

Wastewater treatment plants that do not
inform citizens when they are dumping
sewage are violating a federal regulation.
The EPA has established a set of “Nine
Minimum Controls” that wastewater treat-
ment plants with CSOs are supposed to
follow in order to obtain a NPDES permit
to discharge waste. One control is “Public
notification to ensure that the public re-
ceives adequate notification of CSO occur-
rences and CSO impacts.” The intent is to
“inform the public of the location of CSO
outfalls, the actual occurrences of CSOs,
the possible health and environmental ef-
fects of CSOs, and the recreational and

commercial activities (e.g., swimming and
shellfish harvesting) curtailed as a result of
CSOs.”10 The EPA suggests postings at
outfalls, affected waters and protected ar-
eas as well as letters to affected residents,
notification of public officials and media,
and the operation of a telephone hotline.
Unfortunately, most wastewater treatment
plants ignore the EPA’s vague regulation
and states have not clamped down on this
violation. Moreover, this guidance does not
officially extend to SSOs or, arguably,
blending, so states are left to design their
own procedures. While states often moni-
tor beach closings resulting from sewage
dumping, as required under the BEACH
Act, the closings occur hours or even days
after a sewage release and thus are largely
ineffective at protecting public health.

The profiles in this report detail how
each state is managing its RTK responsi-
bility. Citizen knowledge of sewage dump-
ing is essential not only to protect public
health in the short-term but also to create
support for stopping sewage dumping in the
Great Lakes over the long-term. The bot-
tom line is that a serious public health
threat—particularly to children—is being
largely ignored and thus is getting worse.



10 Sewage Warning

The chart on the following page sum-
marizes state performance and rankings on
the elements of a strong statewide sewage
dumping notification program. These
elements include direct, immediate public
notification of all types of dumping (CSOs,
SSOs, blending/bypasses) to different
constituencies and agencies via multiple

methods, as well as prenotification, annual
reports from each sewage treatment plant
and from the state, and a public education
program to teach citizens to avoid the wa-
ter after dumping occurs. These are the cri-
teria against which state programs are
evaluated.

Sewage dumping site in Pennsylvania
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State Sewage Right-To-Know Summary Chart

Types of Dumping Included

Sanitary Sewer Overflow (SSO) + – + + – – + –
Combined Sewer Overflow (CSO) + + + + + + – –
Blending/Bypasses + – + + – – + –

Must Notify

State Environmental Agency + + + + + + + +
Health Department + + + – – – – +
Downstream Communities + + – + – – – –
Media + + – + – – – –
Public (opt–in)* – + – + – – – –

Notification Methods

Signs at Every Overflow Site – + + + – – – –
E–mail Notification – – – – – – – –
Phone Hotline – – + – – – – –
Website + – – – – – – –
Public Education Program – – – – – – – –

Prenotification of Dumping – + – – – – – –

Annual Report from Each
Sewage Treatment Plant – – + – + – – +

Annual Report from State + – – – – – – –

GRADE** A– B+ B– C+ C– C– D+ D–

*   Public (opt-in) means that sewage treament plants have a system where anyone can sign up to be
notified about dumping.

**  The grade takes into account all of the factors above plus the implementation of notification statewide
and in key urban areas. Therefore, it is a qualitative measure.

NOTE: Credit is given in this chart when there is a law or official policy/code.
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Results: State-by-State Assessments

M ichigan has, arguably, the strongest
sewage dumping public notifica-
tion and RTK provisions in the

Great Lakes. Under state law, all wastewa-
ter system operators must report within 24
hours that sewage dumping is occurring or
has occurred to a major local newspaper,
county or regional health departments,
downstream communities and the Michi-
gan Department of Environmental Qual-
ity (MDEQ).11 If the discharge poses a
public health threat, the health department
issues a public health advisory to notify
people of the dangers associated with wa-
ter contact.12 Once the dumping has ended,
the wastewater treatment plant operator
must provide public information about: 1)
the volume and quality of the discharge, 2)
the reason for the discharge, 3) the waters
or land area, or both, receiving the dis-
charge, 4) the time the discharge began and
ended, and 5) verification of the
municipality’s compliance status with its
permit and applicable state and federal stat-
utes, rules, and orders.13 Perhaps most

importantly, the MDEQ is required to
maintain a website “promptly” listing: 1) the
volume and quality of the discharge, 2) the
time the discharge began and ended, 3) receiv-
ing waters and/or land affected; 4) a de-
scription of actions taken by MDEQ to
address the discharge, 5) whether the sys-
tem is subject to a schedule of compliance,
and 6) any other information the MDEQ
deems relevant.14 This website is available
at http://www.deq.state.mi.us/csosso/. Fi-
nally, the MDEQ annually publishes a re-
port compiling and detailing reported CSO
and SSO events. Michigan is the only state
in the Great Lakes with this requirement.

In many ways, Michigan’s public notifi-
cation and RTK laws and their implemen-
tation can serve as a model for the rest of
the Great Lakes states. However, five issues
remain:

1) Clean Water Action found in a 2001
report that the publicly available
information on sewage dumping
through the MDEQ’s website did not

Michigan: A-
Best overall law, although implementation needs to be improved.
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accurately capture all of the sewage
dumping occurring.15 There has not
been a follow up study to determine
whether these inaccuracies have been
corrected.

2) Michigan does not engage in public
education and notification about
dumping other than through the
website, thus lacking signs, a phone
hotline, e-mail notification and a
public “opt-in” for direct notifications.

3) While the statewide annual report is
useful, Michigan does not require each
wastewater treatment plant to issue an
annual report, so local information is
difficult to find and characterize. A bill
proposed in the Michigan Senate
would rectify this situation, but it has
languished in Committee.

4) It is not clear from Michigan’s public
notification system when a sewage
release is from blending as opposed to
an SSO.

5) Michigan does not require notification
when a release is predicted, only
“promptly” after it occurs.

Recommendation: MDEQ needs to
use multiple methods for notification in

addition to its website and ensure the
accuracy of these methods, including sepa-
rating blending from other forms of dump-
ing. Michigan’s Legislature should require
each wastewater treatment plant to produce
and distribute an annual report on sewage
dumping as well as provide prenotification
before expected releases, signs at every out-
fall, a phone hotline with updated dump-
ing information and a public option to
receive e-mail notifications about each
overflow.

In many ways, Michigan’s

public notification and

RTK laws and their

implementation can serve

as a model for the rest of

the Great Lakes states.

Indiana: B+
A model for direct public notification, but misses some types of dumping

Indiana has recently moved from a lag
gard on public notification of sewage
dumping to an emerging leader, largely

with the passage in 2000 of new standards
for the Indiana Department of Environ-
mental Management’s (IDEM) dumping
notification program.16 Under the new
standards, passed through the Legislature
with the urging of the nonprofit organi-
zation Improving Kids’ Environment,

wastewater treatment plant operators must
notify the affected public, anyone who re-
quests notification, and local health depart-
ments about CSOs.17 The facility must also
notify IDEM, which will then notify rel-
evant state and local government agencies.
In addition, drinking water suppliers with
intakes within 10 river miles downstream
of each CSO outfall must be informed.18 If
the discharge might be a threat to human
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New York: B-
Some strong requirements, but significant loopholes.

health or aquatic animals, IDEM informs
the media within 48 hours. The facility
must also annually ask newspapers, televi-
sion and radio stations, and any other in-
terested people if they would like CSO
notification. Finally, Indiana is the only
state in the Great Lakes to require
prenotification of sewage dumping. Noti-
fication must be provided when a discharge
is occurring or if a discharge is expected
based on predicted or actual precipitation
or snow melts. However, the specifics of
what is required in the notification are not
spelled out by the new standards, which also
do not cover SSOs or blending.

Indiana does a particularly good job of
requiring signage. Signs must be posted at
access points to affected waterways, includ-
ing boat ramps, bridges, parks, and school
yards and green spaces.19 The signs must
state or be equal in meaning to: “Caution—
Sewage or Wastewater Pollution. Sewage
or Wastewater may be in this water during
and for several days after periods of rain-
fall or snow melt. People who swim in, wade
in, or ingest this water may get sick. For
more information, please call [insert local
sewer authority, telephone number, and, if
available, a Web site address].”

The city of Indianapolis represents a
model of how to implement public

prenotification laws. When the city antici-
pates a rainfall of .25”, it sends an e-mail
notice to citizens who have signed up and
provides a phone number with updates for
citizens who call in.20, 21

Despite the strengths of Indiana’s sew-
age dumping RTK programs, significant
weaknesses remain:

1) The program only applies to CSOs,
leaving the public in the dark about
SSOs and blended releases.

2) Indiana does not require standardized
reporting of sewage dumping and
thus statewide and local cumulative
data are not collected for public
distribution.

3) Indiana does not have a website or
other means of public notification in
addition to the public “opt-in” and
government notification.

4) Some communities have reportedly
not made a good-faith effort to imple-
ment the RTK provisions.

Recommendation: Indiana should
amend its recent code changes to include
SSOs and blending, require a statewide
website and local hotlines, and require
annual public reporting.

N ew York has a unique tiered system
of sewage dumping notification.
Oral notification to the Department

of Environmental Protection (DEP) and
local health department is required within
2 hours “for discharges that would affect
bathing areas during the bathing season,
shellfishing or public drinking water in-
takes.”22 This immediate notification is

required unless the dumping is “due to a
properly operating, wet weather combined
sewer overflow or a discharge in accordance
with a department approved plan for man-
aging wastewater (provided that such plan
is in compliance with applicable law and
regulation).” For all other CSOs, SSOs and
blended releases, notification to the DEP
is required within 24 hours with the same
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Figure 2: Typical Sign Posted at Dumping Point in
New York

Minnesota: C+
Notification system needs to be more systematic and coordinated.

exception listed above. If notification is re-
quired, it includes the location, receiving
water, estimated volume, characteristics and
efforts taken to address the issue. Moreover,
within 5 days, all wastewater treatment
plants must provide a full report to the
DEP. Finally, all facilities must provide
quarterly monitoring reports and all
records of dumping for public review.23

New York is a leader in signage for sew-
age dumping and other water discharging
activities. All factories, sewage plants, and
other regulated polluters must post signs
that mark their outfall pipes. A sample is
provided in figure 2.24 Overall, New York
has some elements of a strong public noti-
fication system, with the phone and writ-
ten requirements, but has left some
wastewater treatment facilities with too
much “wiggle room”, particularly in CSO
reporting and providing information di-
rectly to the public. The DEP and health
department have the entire burden of di-
rect public reporting, letting wastewater
treatment plants largely off the hook.

Recommendation: New York needs to
expand its code and Discharge Notification

Act to capture all CSOs, provide
prenotification of releases, create a central-
ized database and website, ensure that all
affected communities are directly notified
by wastewater treatment plants, and require
an annual report from the plants and the
state.

M innesota requires public notifica-
tion of SSOs and blending, includ-
ing “bypasses, spills or other envi-

ronmental emergencies.”25 Notification
goes first to the Minnesota Pollution Con-
trol Agency and includes receiving water
or basement backups, quantity, date/time,
reason, level of treatment provided, down-
stream receiving water users within 25
miles, if local media/public have been
notified, environmental damage, and as-
sistance needed. Wastewater treatment
plants are also responsible for immediate

notification of “other interested and
af fected parties” which can include
homeowners, downstream users, the De-
partment of Natural Resources, local press,
interested citizens and organizations, and
postings at beaches.26 However, it is not
clear how closely these guidelines are be-
ing followed. Minnesota’s 2 CSO commu-
nities, Minneapolis and St. Paul, are not
required to provide immediate reporting of
overflows but are required to submit an-
nual reports and place signs at all outfalls.27

Overall, Minnesota has a strong program
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Pennsylvania: C-
Notification is not comprehensive and does not reach public directly.

There is one major problem:

Direct notification of the

public is not required!

of requiring initial notification to the Pol-
lution Control Agency for SSOs and blend-
ing, but does not have a comprehensive
system of providing consistent, immediate
information to the public and all affected
entities for all forms of dumping.

Recommendation: Minnesota’s sewage
dumping notification program should be
more systematic and include a website,
e-mails and a phone hotline for interested

citizens as well as direct, real-time report-
ing to health department officials. The
Pollution Control Agency needs to make
sure that direct, immediate public notifi-
cation from wastewater treatment plants is
actually occurring and needs to require this
notification for CSOs. Moreover, Minne-
sota should require an annual report on all
overflow activities from the state as well as
all wastewater treatment facilities.

P ennsylvania requires reporting CSOs
to the Department of Environmental
Protection (DEP) if they “may cause,

contribute, pose, and/or have potential to
cause substantial present or future hazard
to human health, adverse impacts to the en-
vironment, and/or noncompliance.”28 The
DEP is notified within 24 hours with a de-
scription, cause, dates/times, mitigation
steps, adverse impacts, etc. Moreover, each
CSO permittee must submit a comprehen-
sive annual report to the DEP.

The Pennsylvania reporting program
contains the basic elements of a good CSO
notification program, although it does not

clearly spell out that all dumping incidents
have to be reported (i.e., a wastewater treat-
ment plant could make the argument that
there is no “public health” threat). How-
ever, there is one major problem: Direct
notification of the public is not required!
Even the state environmental agency re-
porting requirements for CSOs are not re-
quired for SSOs and blending, thus
exposing citizens to many unknown sew-
age hazards.

Recommendation: Pennsylvania needs
a comprehensive public notification pro-
gram which includes a DEP website and
immediate, direct notification (and
prenotification) about all forms of dump-
ing by wastewater treatment plants to local
media, health departments, downstream
communities and interested members of the
public through e-mail and a phone hotline.
The DEP should also produce a public an-
nual report on statewide sewage dumping,
as should each wastewater treatment plant.
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Illinois: C-
Scattered approach needs to be strengthened and institutionalized.

Figure 3: Chicago’s new sewage
dumping notification signs

I llinois’ public notification system varies
considerably by municipality. There is a
requirement of “periodic” reports to the

Illinois EPA (IEPA) for CSOs.29 In addi-
tion, CSO permits are supposed to include
public notification in “beach areas and
areas where contact recreation occurs”, al-
though implementation of this requirement
in the 108 CSO communities is scattered
at best.30 Finally, permittees are required
to “consider internet CSO notification as
well as mass media notification.”31  There
are no standardized reporting requirements
for SSOs and blending. According to the
IEPA, “Large municipalities are required
to hold meetings with citizens to decide
what type of public notification system
should exist in the area.”32

Despite the scattered statewide ap-
proach, Chicago, under intense public pres-
sure, has developed a CSO notification
program, which includes a website
(www.mwrd.org/mo/csoapp/default.htm),
e-mail notification for interested citizens,
and notification of water supply agencies
when the dumping occurs in the Lake
Michigan watershed.33 The reporting is
“upon occurrence of a CSO.” Moreover,
Chicago is currently putting signs at all 241
outfalls saying that pipes “may discharge
sewage contaminated with rainwater dur-
ing and following rainfall” at 37 locations
and adding that the discharges “may con-
tain bacteria that can cause illness” at the
other 204 locations (Figure 3). These signs
are particularly important since Chicago
dumped over 10 billion gallons of raw sew-
age without using chlorination first into the
Chicago River last year, and about 60% of
the river’s flow is treated, unchlorinated
sewage.34

Recommendation: Illinois needs state-
wide requirements for direct, immediate
public notification through an IEPA

website and local phone hotlines and e-mail
lists. Additional requirements should in-
clude media and health department notifi-
cation, prenotification, statewide signage
and annual statewide and municipal reports.
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W isconsin only has two CSO com-
munities, but one of them—
Milwaukee—is infamous for its

large releases of raw or partially treated
sewage into Lake Michigan. In 2004, Mil-
waukee dumped 4.6 billion gallons of raw
sewage.35 Statewide, “if an unscheduled
sanitary sewer overflow, bypass, or any non-
compliance which may endanger health or
the environment the facility occurs, the fa-
cility must notify the Department of Natu-
ral Resources regional wastewater staff by
telephone (Fax, e-mail, or voice mail, if staff
are unavailable) within 24 hours.”36 More-
over, wastewater treatment plants must
provide a written report within 5 days con-
taining “a description of the noncompliance
and its cause, the period of noncompliance
including exact dates and times, and if the
noncompliance has not been corrected, the
anticipated time it is expected to continue
and steps taken or planned to reduce, elimi-
nate, and prevent reoccurrence of the non-
compliance.”37 “Noncompliance” is defined
as any unanticipated bypass or exceedances
of permit limits.

While this rule may appear to be strong,
there are four major problems.

1) It is unclear whether releases during
rain events that are expected yet
potentially hazardous are required to
be reported. This is a major oversight

Wisconsin: D+
Vague rule needs to be expanded, clarified and codified.

and appears to conflict with federal
guidelines. Because of this exemption,
it does not appear that most routine
dumping events are being reported.

2) Once notification reaches the Depart-
ment of Natural Resources, there is no
provision for reaching the public,
which means that citizens are likely to
be left in the dark about the conditions
of local waterways.

3) There are no provisions for
prenotification, annual reports or
other similar measures which would
ensure that the public is provided with
critical health information.

4) Rules do not mention CSOs, although
with only 2 CSO communities and
with the unique situation in Milwaukee
(see below), this is not a major
oversight.

Some communities have adopted stricter
regulations than those required by the state.
For example, due to local pressure, the
Milwaukee Metropolitan Sewerage District
offers information about potential and cur-
rent CSOs and blending releases through
a website and e-mail notification system.
This “stormtracker” portion of the website
( h t t p : / / w w w. m m s d . c o m / n e w s /
stormupdate.cfm) is updated every 5 min-
utes with overflow and weather data. More-
over, Milwaukee recently started posting
signs at 180 dumping points along Lake
Michigan and other waterways.38

Recommendation: Wisconsin needs to
strengthen, enforce and codify into law its
current Administrative Code. The rule
needs to call for clear and complete notifi-
cation and prenotification of all dumping
and include signage requirements. It also
needs to require annual reports, public edu-
cation, a statewide website and local phone
hotlines.A typical sewage dumping site.
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Ohio’s sewage dumping notification
system is highly scattered and has—
in recent years—been moving in the

wrong direction by preventing citizens
from easily accessing information. Offi-
cially, NPDES permits include a require-
ment for “public notification for any areas
affected by CSOs, especially beach areas
and areas where contact recreation occurs.
Ohio EPA expects communities to develop
and implement an effective public advisory
system that informs the public of the pos-
sible health and environmental impacts as-
sociated with CSOs, that notifies the public

when discharges from CSOs occur and ad-
vises against contact recreation when el-
evated bacteria levels may endanger public
health.”39 The Ohio CSO Strategy includes
a checklist for CSO operational plans, in-
cluding: “1) Has a program been proposed
to announce use restrictions on TV, radio,
newspaper, or by other means, 2) Will no-
tices be posted at affected areas, 3) Will
CSO structures be identified so the public
can avoid the overflow, and 4) Will a pub-
lic information program be initiated where
all major CSO issues, possible solutions,
and associated costs are explained.”40 Note

Ohio: D-
No significant statewide public notification program exists.

Cincinnati’s CSO Public Notification System

A s part of a settlement with Sierra Club and other organizations, the city of
Cincinnati offers CSO advisories through a 1-800 number (this is unique
and may be the most equitable way to provide notification in an inner city)

and e-mail.41 The notice that is sent out is as follows:

“WET WEATHER SEWER OVERFLOW WARNING TODAY
   Thank you for signing up to receive email information about wet weather

overflows in the Metropolitan Sewer District of Greater Cincinnati service area.
When it rains or when water levels in area rivers and streams are elevated, the
sewers in the older parts of the MSD Service Area can overflow—sending un-
treated rainwater and sewage into our streams.

   Today, weather conditions indicate a strong possibility that overflows could
occur. After a rainstorm, you should avoid contact with streams in the combined
sewer areas for at least 72 hours. You also should avoid contact with streams in
the combined sewer areas until 72 hours after water levels in area rivers and streams
have returned to normal elevation. Signs are posted along our waterways to iden-
tify wet weather overflow outfalls. Contact with the water in these areas could be
hazardous.

   Even in dry weather, it’s best to avoid contact with urban streams and teach
children to stay away from waterways in the combined sewer area. MSD is cur-
rently implementing a program to reduce and control combined sewer overflows
and improve the conditions of our waterways. For more information please visit
the MSD website at http://msdgc.org.”
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Sewage dumping pipe in Ohio

that this is a questionnaire, not a rule, and
it is not clear what happens if the plant an-
swers these questions with a negative re-
sponse. Moreover, this plan is not mandated
by state legislation and is not being imple-
mented around the state.

In reality, facilities across Ohio have
highly variable reporting requirements.
Some must report CSOs only once a year,
some in monthly reports while others must
report after every overflow. SSOs must be
reported to Ohio EPA (OEPA) and local
health departments in monthly operating
reports and annual reports but not imme-
diately or in any systematic manner. Blend-
ing or other bypasses are not effectively
tracked by OEPA and thus reporting is
uneven at best. There is no statewide re-
quirement or standard for direct public re-
porting and no statewide annual report on
sewage dumping. Therefore, public
notification is highly variable at best and

public access to sewage dumping informa-
tion is available only by sifting through
boxes of monthly reports at locations across
the state. It is not available in real time or
soon thereafter in most communities, with
a few notable exceptions (see box on pre-
vious page).

Recommendation: OEPA needs to fully
implement its CSO and SSO strategy, and
begin tracking blended releases. Since
OEPA has not implemented its own re-
quirements, statewide legislation which re-
quires full, immediate notification (and
prenotification) to interested citizens, lo-
cal communities and the media via e-mail,
phone hotlines and a website is needed.
This legislation should require wastewa-
ter treatment plants to develop public edu-
cation programs, signage at all overflow
sites and a statewide annual report on
dumping.
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Conclusion:
The Need for Statewide Policies

C itizens deserve to be informed when
the fragile waters they use for drink
ing and recreation are being inun-

dated with hazardous sewage. To protect
public health in states around the Great
Lakes, an ideal system for providing public
notification for all forms of sewage
dumping would have four interrelated
components:

1) Signage and public education: The
first step to informing the public about
dumping is to make the health threat
visible. Signs should be posted at all
dumping locations and public spaces
where water quality degradation is
likely. A sample informative sign can
be found in Figure 4. Moreover,
wastewater treatment plants should
provide public information about the
hazards of sewage dumping on their
website and in all of their outreach
materials, including bills. This will
help build support for stopping sewage
dumping.

2) Prenotification and public “opt-in”:
Wastewater treatments plants should
ensure that citizens are informed about
their right to know about dumping and

their right to sign up to receive direct
notifications. This is best done
through local media several times per
year. A wastewater treatment plant
typically knows if it will be dumping
and should, 6 hours before a predicted
overflow, directly inform local media
(radio, television and newspapers),
downstream communities, local health
departments, public facilities at risk
(i.e., schools), and any members of the
public who would like to be informed
(an “opt-in” system). In this way,
citizens can be prepared in advance for
any potential sewage dumping.

3) Immediate notification during
events: Once sewage dumping begins,
a statewide website should be provid-
ing as close to real-time information as
possible. Moreover, each wastewater
treatment plant should activate its 1-
800 phone hotline and e-mail listserve
so citizens can learn about dumping
immediately. As soon as the dumping
ends, notification should be provided
to all of the constituencies who receive
prenotification as well as the state
environmental agency. Information
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Figure 4. Dumping sign in Portland,
Oregon. A model for other cities.

should include the cause, start/end
time, volume of sewage dumped,
quality (i.e., diluted, blended, etc.),
immediate and ultimate receiving
water, number of people potentially
exposed and any punitive action taken.

4) Reporting: After a dumping event,
wastewater treatment plants should
provide a written report with full
details on the release to the state
environmental agency and health
department. Annually, each plant
should publicly release a report that
compiles all information in an acces-
sible format. Similarly, each state
should compile statewide dumping
information in an annual report. A
citizen oversight board should be in
charge of ensuring that the state
environmental agencies and wastewa-
ter treatment plants are fulfilling these
obligations.

The ideal situation is for all components
of this sewage dumping notification plan

to be codified into law and enforcement
codes. In reality, different states in the
Great Lakes excel at or are deficient in dif-
ferent parts of this ideal sewage dumping
notification plan and no state has all of these
pieces in place. Therefore, citizens
throughout the Great Lakes are being un-
necessarily exposed to the hazards of raw
or inadequately treated sewage.
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Sewage Solutions

Currently, wastewater treatment plants
are dumping a hazardous substance
which threatens the health of citizens

(especially children) and wildlife, and are
often not telling the public until long after
the threat is gone, if ever. Even more basic
than the public right to know about this
health threat is the right to clean water for
fishing, swimming and drinking. Releasing
untreated or partially treated sewage is il-
legal, regardless of whether the public is
informed or not. Therefore, what we need
in the Great Lakes is the “virtual elimina-
tion” of sewage dumping. This goal runs
parallel to the “virtual elimination” of tox-
ins goal set out by the Great Lakes Water
Quality Agreement, and means full treat-
ment of sewage in all but the most extreme
circumstances.

There are three steps to achieving
this goal:
1. “Catch the Rain”: The most efficient

way to stop sewage overflows is to stop
water from flooding treatment systems
when it rains. Infiltration and inflow is
the single largest cause of overflows,
yet there are cost-effective ways to

stop it. “Soft-path” or “Low-Impact
Development” (LID) and other non-
infrastructure ways to reduce dumping
have received scant attention and
funding in part because of the way
federal funding is structured and in
part because of the narrow-minded
vision of engineers who control
wastewater systems. Soft-path ap-
proaches include onsite wastewater
treatment technologies, stormwater
retention and filtration (such as rain
gardens, constructed wetlands and
native species plantings), stream
buffers, water conservation fixtures,
rain barrels, reuse of “greywater”, and
other low impact development de-
signs.42 The goal is to “retain, detain,
filter, treat, use, and reduce
stormwater.”43 Incentives, strategies,
examples and tools for controlling
overflows without costly infrastructure
improvements are needed. Efficiency
in controlling overflows decreases the
farther “downstream” in a wastewater
system that the control occurs (i.e.,
controlling at the lot-level is more
efficient than in the conveyance system
which is more efficient than control at
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the plant). On-site, soft-path controls
have the additional benefit of reducing
stormwater runoff that often flows
directly into waterways.

Developers contribute greatly to
sewage discharges through impervious
surface-centered, sprawling construc-
tion which is displacing agricultural
and natural land features that retain
storm water. Every person and busi-
ness contributes to storm water
problems through plantings and lawn
maintenance, personal water consump-
tion habits, etc. The goal of “catching
the rain” is to reduce or eliminate
stormwater runoff at its source, in
every developed lot.

2. Increase Funding: The old, crum-
bling infrastructure around the Great
Lakes is in dire need of improvement
to prevent overflows. These improve-
ments often involve better mainte-
nance and operation, but also can
involve major capital investments.
Infrastructure improvements are a
complementary strategy to “Catching
the Rain”. Infrastructure is funded in
part through the SRF (although local
and state funding represents a larger
portion of total funding), yet much of

this money is not being spent wisely.
For example, SRF funding often
subsidizes urban sprawl or industrial
agricultural operations instead of
prioritizing existing development and
ensuring that “catching the rain” is the
preferable strategy to expensive new
infrastructure.44 We need to not only
increase SRF funding, but also to
reform SRF and provide prioritized
funding to stormwater and lot-level
projects in addition hard infrastructure.

3. Enforce the Laws: In many cases, the
regulatory authority to stop sewage
dumping exists but is not being used.
Long-term, all overflows are supposed
to be eliminated, as required under the
Clean Water Act. In the short-term,
many plants are getting away with
violating their NPDES permits.
Generally, EPA and state environmen-
tal agencies have been lax in enforcing
regulations on CSOs and SSOs, and
the federal EPA is proposing allowing
increased sewage dumping through its
“Sewage Blending Guidance.” What is
really needed is a ratcheting down on
NPDES permits with an enforceable
goal of “virtual elimination”, which
would lead to major water quality and
public health improvements.
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S ewage dumping is a major problem
throughout the Great Lakes region.
Since all Great Lakes basin residents

are dependent on an interconnected source
of water and since the Great Lakes have
such a high concentration of sewage dump-
ing, a coordinated regional solution is dis-
parately needed. Fortunately, an
unprecedented coalition of environmental
and conservation organizations—the Heal-
ing Our Waters (HOW) Great Lakes Coa-
lition—was recently formed to advocate for
restoration of the Lakes. This Coalition is
currently working with the EPA-led Great
Lakes Regional Collaborative to develop a
consensus Great Lakes Restoration plan.
The goal is for this plan to be submitted to
Congress for funding by the end of 2005.

A significant component of this plan is a
new perspective and additional resources
for stopping sewage dumping in the Great
Lakes. A team of government officials,
wastewater treatment plant operators, in-
dustry officials and environmental organi-
zations is in the processing of setting goals,

Great Lakes Restoration:
An Opportunity for Resources

and Innovation

Great Lakes beaches need protection
from sewage dumping.
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timelines and funding requests for “virtual
elimination” of sewage dumping in the
Great Lakes to ensure that beaches, recre-
ational water and drinking water are safe.
The emphasis is on comprehensive
stormwater management, including the use
of low-impact development and other “soft-
path” controls as a trigger for funding. This
unprecedented approach and collaboration
has the potential to turn the tide and put
an end to sewage dumping in the Lakes if
the restoration plan is acted on in Congress
and in the Great Lakes states.

The bottom line is that eliminating
sewage dumping in all but extreme
circumstances is not a technological issue
(we know exactly how to do this), but rather
is an issue of political will, citizen activa-
tion, funding and creative thinking about
problems and solutions. Strong public no-
tification about this eminent health hazard
is a necessary and long-overdue step in
stopping sewage dumping and ensuring
that citizens are safe when overflows do
occur.
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