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NOTICE 

The statement in this document are 
intended solely as guidance. This 
document is not intended, nor can it be 
relied on, to create any rights 
enforceable by any party in litigation 
with the United States. EPA and State 
officials may decide to follow the 
guidance provided in this document, or 
to act at variance with the guidance, 
based on an analysis of specific site 
circumstances. This guidance may be 
revised without public notice to reflect 
changes in EPA's strategy for 
implementation of Clean Water Act 
and its implementing regulations, or to 
clarify and update the text. 

Mention of trade names or commercial 
products in this document does not 
constitute an endorsement or 
recommendation for use. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background 

Combined sewer systems (CSSs) are wastewater collection systems designed to carry 

sanitary sewage (consisting of domestic, commercial, and industrial wastewater) and storm water 

(surface drainage from rainfall or snowmelt) in a single pipe to a treatment facility. CSSs serve 

about 43 million people in approximately 1,100 communities nationwide. Most of these 

communities are located in the Northeast and Great Lakes regions. During dry weather, CSSs 

convey domestic, commercial, and industrial wastewater. In periods of rainfall or snowmelt, 

total wastewater flows can exceed the capacity of the CSS and/or treatment facilities. When this 

occurs, the CSS is designed to overflow directly to surface water bodies, such as lakes, rivers, 

estuaries, or coastal waters. These overflows-called combined sewer overflows (CSOs)-can 

be a major source of water pollution in communities served by CSSs. 

Because CSOs contain untreated domestic, commercial, and industrial wastes, as well as 

surface runoff, many different types of contaminants can be present. Contaminants may include 

pathogens, oxygen-demanding pollutants, suspended solids, nutrients, toxics, and floatable 

matter. Because of these contaminants and the volume of the flows, CSOs can cause a variety 

of adverse impacts on the physical characteristics of surface water, impair the viability of aquatic 

habitats, and pose a potential threat to drinking water supplies. CSOs have been shown to be 

a major contributor to use impairment and aesthetics degradation of many receiving waters and 

have contributed to shellfish harvesting restrictions, beach closures, and even occasional fish 

kills. 

1.2 History of the CSO Control Policy 

Historically, the control of CSOs has proven to be extremely complex. This complexity 

stems partly from the difficulty in quantifying CSO impacts on receiving water quality and the 

site-specific variability in the volume, frequency, and characteristics of CSOs. In addition, the 

financial considerations for communities with CSOs can be significant. The U.S. Environmental 
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