
CSO INFORMATION BULLETIN

What is a Combined Sewer? 
A combined sewer is a single pipe that carries both sanitary 
wastewater and stormwater runoff. Many older cities in the Unit-
ed States are served by combined sewers. In the District, the 
combined sewer system was designed and built by the U.S. Army 
Corps of Engineers. Modern practice is to build two pipes in the 
street—one for stormwater runoff, and one for wastewater from 
homes and businesses.

What is a CSO and why does it occur? 
A CSO is a combined sewer overflow. During dry weather,  
sewage from homes and businesses is conveyed to the District’s 
wastewater treatment plant at Blue Plains, where the wastewater 
is treated to remove pollutants before being discharged to the 
Potomac River. During certain rainfall conditions, the capacity of a 
combined sewer may be exceeded. When this occurs, the excess 
flow, a dilute mixture of wastewater and stormwater runoff, is  
discharged to the Anacostia River, Potomac River, Rock Creek and  
tributary waters. The Federal Clean Water Act allows CSOs, but 
the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) requires communities  
to develop a plan to address overflows. There are 53 CSO out-
falls listed in DC Water’s existing discharge permit from the EPA.

When do CSOs occur? 
CSOs occur during wet weather and are more frequent in wet 
years than dry years. During years with average rainfall, DC Water 
estimates that combined sewers overflow into the Anacostia and 
Potomac rivers about 75 times annually, spilling nearly 1.5 billion 
gallons into the Anacostia and 850 million gallons into the Poto-
mac. Rock Creek averages 30 CSO events and 52 million gallons 
of overflow a year.

Where are CSO Outfalls? 
There are 10 CSO outfall locations on the Potomac River, 15 on 
the Anacostia River and 28 along Rock Creek and its tributaries. 
DC Water has posted signs for each outfall location.

What are the possible public health impacts of CSOs? 
CSOs may pose a danger to the public because of the rapid flow 
of water exiting the outfalls and the potentially harmful substances 
it may contain. The public is advised to stay away from any sewer 
pipe discharge. CSOs could affect the receiving waters for up to 
24 hours during small rainstorms and for up to three days when it 
rains one inch or more.

What are the environmental impacts of CSOs? 
CSOs can adversely affect the quality of rivers and streams by 
contributing to high bacterial levels and low dissolved oxygen 
levels, which are harmful to fish and other aquatic life.

What is a Dry Weather Overflow (DWO)? 
In dry weather, sanitary wastewater normally flows to the Blue 
Plains Advanced Wastewater Treatment Plant through pipes with 
regulators. During wet weather, regulators are designed to let 
the excess flow discharge directly to a river or creek. If regulators 
become blocked by debris or trash, wastewater can also overflow 
during dry weather. This is called a dry weather overflow (DWO). 
DC Water has an intensive maintenance and inspection program 
to prevent DWOs from occurring. If you see a CSO outfall dis-
charging during dry weather, call DC Water at (202) 612-3400.

Where can you get more information? 
You can learn more by visiting DC Water’s website at  
dcwater.com/cleanrivers. You may also contact DC Water’s 
Office of External Affairs at (202) 787-2200. 

The complete text of the Long Term Control Plan for Combined 
Sewer Overflows can also be found at the following public librar-
ies: Capitol View, Mount Pleasant, Northeast, Woodridge, South-
east, Shepherd Park, Tenley-Friendship and Washington Highlands.


