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Executive summary

THE THREE RIVERS are a defining feature of 
southwestern Pennsylvania. They have shaped the 
region’s history and provide recreation opportunities 
and drinking water to the region’s residents today. The 
rivers and all of the region’s waterways should be safe 
for swimming and fishing, as intended by the federal 
Clean Water Act adopted 50 years ago.

Today, the region’s rivers and streams are far from 
clean, in part because of frequent overflows of raw 
sewage from the region’s wastewater system – a 
system stressed as never before by intense rainfall 
and expanding pavement and rooftops from new 
development. As a result, untreated wastewater 
frequently overflows directly into the Three Rivers and 
their tributaries, polluting the water with raw sewage. 

The Allegheny County Sanitary Authority 
(ALCOSAN) and the municipalities it serves have 
developed plans that will begin to address the problem 
of sewage overflows. However, it will take many 
years to implement these plans and, even when fully 
implemented, they will not end the problem of sewage 
overflows. 

The region should reduce stormwater runoff and 
improve quality of life by investing in more green 
infrastructure and seeking to accelerate fixes to the 
region’s sewer system. The availability of new federal 
funding for clean water and the adoption of additional 
local policies should be used to accelerate the cleanup 
of Allegheny County’s waterways. 

The problem: Currently, across Allegheny County, 
rain runs off impervious surfaces such as roads, 
parking lots and rooftops and into the wastewater 
system, where it mixes with raw sewage. This influx 
of stormwater, coupled with an aging sewer system, 
results in untreated sewage being frequently released 
into the region’s streams and rivers and sometimes 
backing up into basements and city streets. 

• In a typical year, overflows from the ALCOSAN 
system spill more than 9 billion gallons of sewage 
and stormwater into rivers and creeks.1

• Sewage overflows happen from dozens of locations 
across the county, and in some locations, those 
releases are frequent occurrences. Roughly 
115 locations in the county release sewage-
contaminated water to waterways 49 or more times 
per year.2

Unless changes are made, these pollution problems 
will only get worse in the years ahead. Continuation 
of current suburban development patterns will 
increase the amount of stormwater runoff, even 
from areas with new separate stormwater and sewer 
systems. This problem will be further exacerbated by 
increased precipitation as a result of climate change. 

• Annual precipitation has already increased in 
Pennsylvania due to climate change. Annual 
precipitation totals from 2000 to 2020 were nearly 
5 inches higher than during the 1971 to 2000 
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period, and annual rainfall could increase by 8% by 
midcentury.4 Researchers at the RAND Corporation 
estimated that the additional climate-related 
precipitation will cause a greater volume of sewage 
overflows.5

• Despite a declining population over the first decade 
of this century, Allegheny County added 20 square 
miles of developed area, including 9 square miles 
of impervious surfaces from 2001 to 2011.6 Most 
of this development replaced forest, which can 
absorb tremendous volumes of precipitation, with 
impervious surfaces, which cause rainwater to flow 
directly into sewers and streams. With Allegheny 
County’s population expected to increase by as 
much as 16% by 2046, continued development in 
formerly forested areas of the county could add even 
more impervious surfaces generating even greater 
flows of stormwater.7

ALCOSAN settled a water pollution lawsuit filed by 
the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency by signing a 
legally binding consent decree in 2008 to address sewage 
pollution in Allegheny County’s waterways.8 By 2020, 
ALCOSAN developed and received approval for a plan 
to reduce sewage overflows. The plan will reduce, but 
not eliminate, sewage overflows: Even after the plan has 
been implemented by 2036, ALCOSAN projects 2.7 
billion gallons of sewage-contaminated water will still 
flow into the region’s waterways annually.9 

The Three Rivers – and the other waterways of 
southwest Pennsylvania – deserve better. Fortunately, 
there are policy solutions and new funding available 
for ALCOSAN and its member municipalities to take 
additional action toward ending sewage overflows as 
soon as possible. In particular, the region should strive 
to reduce pollution further by adding more “green 
infrastructure,” which allows stormwater to soak into 

Figure ES-1. Locations that release the highest volume of untreated wastewater in a typical year3
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the ground or to flow into streams over time. Recent 
increases in federal funding provide the opportunity 
to accelerate progress toward clean water. 

• Pennsylvania allocated more than $200 million 
to the Water and Sewer program within the H2O 
PA Program and several million to stormwater 
management grants through the Department of 
Environmental Protection.10 H2O PA’s Water and 
Sewer program provides grants to help fund the 
construction of storm sewer, sanitary sewer and 
drinking water infrastructure.11

• The federal Infrastructure Investment and Jobs 
Act, also known as the Bipartisan Infrastructure 
Law, will provide supplemental funds to the Clean 
Water State Revolving Fund (CWSRF) general 
program.12 From 2018 through 2021, Pennsylvania 
received approximately $63 million in capitalization 
funds annually for its CWSRF, allowing it to lend 
more money each year.13 This amount could double 
in coming years as more federal funds are made 
available. 

Municipalities should also accelerate rapid expansion 
of green infrastructure by creating or improving 
stormwater management fees. Under these policies, 
property owners would either adopt measures to stop 
runoff pollution from their own land or pay to fund 
stormwater infrastructure projects elsewhere.

• The Pittsburgh Water & Sewer Authority began 
collecting a stormwater fee in 2022 that will 
generate an estimated $21 million annually for 
infrastructure upgrades.14 At least eight other 
communities in Allegheny County and served by 
ALCOSAN have adopted stormwater management 
fees.15 

• The benefit of stormwater fees would be more 
far-reaching if municipalities offered rebates and 
advice to help owners of private property reduce 
runoff pollution, using rain barrels, rain gardens, 
permeable surfaces and other techniques.

Allegheny County and its municipalities should also 
change land use practices to reduce the volume of 
stormwater runoff polluting the region’s rivers, creeks 
and streams. 

• Land use and zoning policies should also be 
changed to prevent runoff pollution. Limiting the 
loss of forests and focusing development in a more 
compact manner or in already developed areas can 
reduce the amount of stormwater generated.

• The impact of regulations to curb stormwater 
runoff is partially dependent on how well they are 
enforced. Municipalities may need to strengthen 
enforcement to obtain the full benefit of new land 
use and zoning rules. 
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Introduction

IN LATE SUMMER 2021, Hurricane Ida made 
landfall in Louisiana and then moved north.16 More 
than 4 inches of rain hit parts of southwestern 
Pennsylvania, causing communities in Allegheny 
County to declare disasters and close schools as flash 
flooding devastated the region.17

Overflowing creeks flooded basements.18 Statewide, 
the storm caused more than $100 million of damage 
to public infrastructure.19

The stormwater that flooded into homes also 
overwhelmed the region’s sewer system, filling pipes 
carrying raw sewage mixed with stormwater to 
beyond capacity and causing them to spill into local 
waterways. Several days before the hurricane arrived, 
ALCOSAN issued an alert to warn residents that 
the sewer system was overflowing and to minimize 
contact with waterways.20 Even a week later, after 
the storm had passed and the overflows had ended, 
ALCOSAN noted that waterways could still be 
contaminated. 

While Hurricane Ida was a disastrous event for the 
region, Allegheny County is no stranger to flooding 
and sewage overflows. A typical rainstorm can 

quickly produce so much water that it overwhelms 
the wastewater system, causing flooding into streets 
and homes.

The outdated state of Allegheny County’s sewer 
system means that for nearly every major rainstorm, 
rain fills the sewer system, and bacteria-ridden 
effluent combined with the rushing rainwater flushes 
into the Three Rivers and local creeks, dumping 
sewage-contaminated water, threatening wildlife and 
Pennsylvanians alike.

Sewage overflows will likely continue to grow in 
volume as the area of the county that is covered 
in pavement expands and as climate-change-fueled 
precipitation events become more intense. To adapt, 
Allegheny County needs to modify its communities 
to provide ways for rain to soak into the ground or to 
enter the wastewater system over the course of days, 
not hours. 

To ensure clean water in the Three Rivers and 
other waterways across the region, ALCOSAN and 
its member municipalities should move quickly to 
address the problem of runoff pollution, both from 
existing sources and from new development.
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Frequent sewer overflows 
pollute our rivers and 
threaten public health

THE THREE RIVERS are a defining feature of 
Allegheny County. Pittsburgh has the second-largest 
number of registered recreational boats in the U.S.,21 
and thousands of Allegheny County residents can 
be found fishing, kayaking or enjoying the region’s 
riverfront parks and trails on any nice day.22

However, river recreation can make people sick when 
waterways are contaminated with raw sewage, which 
happens all too often in Allegheny County because 
stormwater runoff mixes with sewage and overwhelms 
the region’s sewage infrastructure. The Allegheny 
County Sanitary Authority (ALCOSAN) issues 
alerts about sewage contamination during the river 
recreation season. In 2021, ALCOSAN reported 55 
“overflow in effect” alerts.23 Since 1995, alerts have 
been in effect for nearly half of each recreational 
season – severely limiting western Pennsylvanians’ 
ability to enjoy our waterways.24

In coming years, sewage overflows may become more 
common as climate change increases the severity 
of storms and suburban development increases the 
amount of stormwater runoff from each storm. 

Sewage overflows are common in          
Allegheny County
Much of the rain that falls on hard surfaces such as 
roads and rooftops in Allegheny County flows straight 
into storm drains, and the region’s largest sewage 

and stormwater system. The aging wastewater system 
cannot handle this volume of combined runoff and 
sewage. As a result, raw sewage is frequently released 
into the region’s waterways. 

Allegheny County’s wastewater system
Cities must manage several types of wastewater, 
primarily sewage and stormwater. Municipal sewage 
includes waste from toilets, showers and sinks in 
homes and businesses, as well as industrial waste that 
may contain any number of toxic materials or other 
pollutants.25 Stormwater runoff from rain or melting 
snow that doesn’t soak into the ground also needs to 
moved away from buildings and streets. Stormwater 
can carry pollution such as fertilizers, fecal bacteria 
from animals, and oil.

Cities can handle these waste streams either separately 
or together. In separated systems, stormwater 
and sewage travel through separate pipes and are 
handled differently before being released into 
rivers or streams.26 Municipal waste flows through 
sanitary sewer lines to a treatment plant while 
stormwater is released untreated to streams or rivers, 
or to stormwater detention systems that may delay 
the release of water to streams and/or allow some 
stormwater to soak into the ground.

In combined systems, stormwater and sewage flow 
through the same pipes beneath city streets and are 
sent to a wastewater treatment plant. 
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During wet weather or equipment failures, combined 
systems and separated systems may release untreated 
wastewater into rivers and streams. A combined sewer 
overflow (CSO) occurs when the combined sewer 
system cannot accept the incoming volume of water, 
and spills the mixed sanitary and stormwater effluent 
directly and untreated into a waterbody.27 A sanitary 
sewer overflow (SSO) occurs when the sanitary sewage 
line of a separated system is blocked or damaged, 
resulting in the discharge of sewage to waterways. Raw 
sewage can make people who come into contact with 
it sick. (For more details, see “Untreated sewage harms 
human health and waterways,” p. 10.)

ALCOSAN, the main wastewater system in Allegheny 
County, serves 83 municipalities, including Pittsburgh, 
and includes Monroeville and Penn Township in 
the east, Ross and Shaler townships in the north, 
North Fayette Township in the west, and Bethel 
Park and Whitehall in the south.28 The vast majority 
of ALCOSAN’s territory is in Allegheny County, 
extending only slightly into Westmoreland and 
Washington counties.29

ALCOSAN’s network includes areas with a combined 
sewer system and areas with separate sewer and 
stormwater lines. Older municipalities in the 
ALCOSAN system are typically served by a combined 
sewer system, while newer portions of ALCOSAN’s 
service territory typically have separate sewer and 
stormwater lines. Nearly one-third of the total miles of 
pipe in the network are combined sewer lines, covering 
just 17% of ALCOSAN’s territory but serving 57% of 
customers.30 ALCOSAN’s system covers more than 300 
square miles, about 40% of the county.31

Municipalities own and maintain many of the smaller 
sewer pipeline networks within their own boundaries, 
while ALCOSAN owns and operates the wastewater 
treatment plant, Woods Run, and 88.5 miles of the 
largest pipes.32 Municipalities own and maintain 4,000 
miles of wastewater lines that run to ALCOSAN’s 
pipes.33 This fragmented jurisdiction adds to the 
challenge of managing the region’s wastewater and 
stormwater systems, but is not an excuse for continued 
pollution.

Allegheny County’s sewer system often                   
dumps raw sewage
Extensive developed areas, steep topography, and heavy 
precipitation across ALCOSAN’s service territory 
result in extensive stormwater runoff that overwhelms 
the wastewater system. As a result, untreated sewage 
frequently pollutes the region’s streams and rivers. In a 
typical year, 9 billion gallons of sewage-contaminated 
water enter local waterways, though some estimates are 
higher.34

Rain and melting snow run off from roads, parking 
lots and other hard surfaces. Without unpaved land or 
other natural features to allow this water to soak into 
the ground, in areas served by combined sewer and 
wastewater lines, this rainwater flows into wastewater 
pipes, adding to the volume of sewage-contaminated 
water requiring treatment. Even worse, in at least 
11 different locations in Allegheny County, sewage 
pipes were constructed so that entire streams were 
directed into the sewer.35 (This is a vestige of an era 
when residents relied on open streams to carry away 
waste. When the sewer system was constructed, the 
entire stream was enclosed.) This inflow means the 
volume of stormwater entering the wastewater system 
surges during each precipitation event. In addition, 
aging pipes in the region are vulnerable to infiltration, 
in which groundwater is able to enter cracked or 

Stormwater runoff flowing into a storm drain. 

Photo: Mississippi Stormwater Management Organization via Flickr, CC BY-NC 2.0

https://www.flickr.com/photos/134605195@N07/23310095899
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/2.0/legalcode
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damaged pipes, increasing the total volume of sewage-
contaminated water that must be treated.36 

Across the system, sewage pollution may be released 
from any of more than 400 sanitary sewer and 
combined sewer outfalls – discharge points where 
wastewater can overflow directly into streams or 
rivers.37 

In a year with typical rainfall, combined system outfalls 
discharge 9 billion gallons of sewage and stormwater, 
while sanitary sewer outfalls release 0.7 billion gallons 
of sewage.38 Roughly 115 outfalls have discharges 
49 times or more annually.39 More than two dozen 
sanitary sewer outfalls release sewage 13 or more times 
a year.40 Overflows are not always of short duration, but 
can last for days. Nearly 40 combined system outfalls 
overflow for more than 480 hours (20 days) per year.41

The largest volume of overflow is discharged into the 
Main Rivers basin, which includes most of the city of 
Pittsburgh north of the Ohio and Monongahela rivers, 

as well as part of Pittsburgh’s South Side, with 2.8 
billion gallons released in a typical year.43 The upper 
Allegheny and the upper Monongahela receive the next 
highest volumes, with approximately 2 billion gallons 
each. The greatest SSO overflow volume happens in 
the Lower Ohio River/Girty’s Run.

Untreated sewage harms human health          
and waterways 
The raw sewage released in combined or sanitary sewer 
overflows poses a health risk to humans and wildlife. 

Untreated sewage can contain bacteria, 
viruses, parasites, chemicals, heavy metals and 
pharmaceuticals.44 For example, Cryptosporidium, a 
microscopic parasite, is a common cause of waterborne 
disease in humans in the U.S., and is transferred to 
water bodies by human and animal waste.45 People 
may be sickened by sewage after swimming in polluted 
rivers or otherwise coming into contact with untreated 
wastewater. Bacteria, parasites and viruses in sewage 

Figure 1. Locations that release the highest volume of untreated wastewater in a typical year42
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can cause lung and intestinal infections; diarrhea, 
cramps, vomiting and loss of appetite; fever, headache 
and weakness; worsened allergies; and other illnesses.46 

Waterways in ALCOSAN territory often contain 
high enough levels of sewage contamination to 
cause illness. The presence of fecal contamination 
in water is typically indicated by the existence of 
bacteria, including E. coli. In fresh water, the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency estimates that 190 
colony-forming units (cfu) of E. coli per 100 mL of 
water will lead to 32 out of every 1,000 swimmers 
developing a gastrointestinal illness.47 Water quality 
testing in the region’s streams and rivers from 2006 to 
2011 frequently found E. coli. During the recreational 
season (April through October), more than 50% 
of samples in the Three Rivers had more than 200 
cfu/100mL.48 Samples from some tributaries, especially 
Chartiers Creek and Saw Mill Run, had high E. coli 
levels even more often.

Sewage pollution can also contribute to algal 
outbreaks. Sewage treatment plants remove much of 
the nitrogen and phosphorus pollution in wastewater. 
When raw sewage is released into a river, however, 
these nutrients can lead to the growth of algae, 
which deplete the water of oxygen as they die and 
decompose.49 The Allegheny, Monongahela and 
Ohio rivers all develop algal outbreaks in warm 
weather.50 Nutrients from Allegheny County’s sewage 
and stormwater runoff add to pollution from farms, 
contributing to algal outbreaks downstream – such 
as the Ohio River outbreak of 2015, which covered 
over 600 miles of the river from Pike Island, W.Va., to 
Cannelton, Ind.51 That 2015 outbreak involved a toxin 
that can cause diarrhea, vomiting and liver damage, 
and that also can kill animals that drink the water.52 

In total, 940 miles of streams and rivers in Allegheny 
County in 2017 were “impaired,” too polluted for 
some designated uses such as swimming or fishing.53 
According to a 2014 analysis, urban runoff, storm 
sewers, combined sewer overflows, small residential 
runoff and road runoff are the leading causes of 
pollution for more than 250 of those miles.54

Stormwater runoff also contributes            
to flooding
In Allegheny County, heavier storms can produce 
enough stormwater to flood streets, basements and 
businesses. For example: 

• Two women and two children died in a flash 
flood in August 2011 when Washington Boule-
vard’s thoroughfare filled with 9 feet of water.55 
From 2016 to 2020, the corridor was closed due to 
flooding approximately 10 times.56

• In September 2021, Hurricane Ida led to flood-
ing streets and basements as overflowing sewer 
systems couldn’t contain the volumes of rainfall.57 

• Researchers at RAND estimated basement flood-
ing and sewer backup rates for more than 900 
homes along selected streets in the Homewood, 

Sewage overflows are common enough that 
ALCOSAN has posted signs warning people that 
they may need to avoid contact with river water. 

Photo: staff

http://W.Va
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Belmar and East Hills neighborhoods. The research-
ers estimated that rainfall of 1.2 inches in an hour 
(which happens once every two years, on average) 
could cause water to enter basements for 19% of 
homes, and sewage to back up in 4%.58

Climate change and development will 
increase the risk of sewage overflows
More intense rainfall events that will result from 
climate change will increase the peak volume of 
stormwater the region’s sewer system must handle. In 
addition, development that adds to impervious surfaces 
in the region will increase the amount of stormwater 
produced by even average storms. Both of these 
increase the likelihood of future sewage overflows and 
flooding. 

Climate change will increase precipitation 
The expected impacts of climate change include 
heavier rainfall events that will increase the potential 
for sewage overflows and flooding. Estimates of future 
stormwater management needs in Allegheny County 
are based on historical precipitation patterns and use 
2003 data as a typical rainfall year, which likely does 
not accurately represent future patterns.59 

Precipitation in Pennsylvania has already increased due 
to climate change. Annual precipitation totals from 
2000 to 2020 were nearly 5 inches higher than during 
the 1971 to 2000 period.60 Heavy rain events have also 
become more common.61

Annual precipitation in Pennsylvania is expected to 
increase by 8% by midcentury, and the magnitude, 
frequency and intensity of precipitation events 
will continue to increase as the planet warms.62 
Statewide, the number of days with “extremely heavy” 
precipitation events could increase by more than 40% 
by 2070, and the total precipitation that falls during 
the annual maximum three-day precipitation event 
could increase by 11%.63 

Both greater annual rainfall and an increase in the 
amount of rain dropped by a single storm can make 
stormwater more challenging to manage and can 

increase sewage overflows. Flooding and sewage 
overflow projections include: 

• Across the Northeast, the U.S. Climate Change 
Research Program projects that flooding will 
become more frequent because of more intense 
precipitation.64 

• For Allegheny County, researchers at RAND 
estimated that additional climate-related precipita-
tion will cause a greater volume of sewage overflows. 
CSO and SSO combined volumes will increase by 
an estimated 5% to 10%, depending on the precipi-
tation scenario used.65

• For Negley Run, a large watershed in the eastern 
part of Pittsburgh, the amount of wastewa-
ter overflow may already be greater than what 
ALCOSAN modeled. Analysts at RAND compared 
the “typical year” rainfall that ALCOSAN used in 
its model to actual rainfall from 2003-2017. Actual 
rainfall has been higher than in the “typical year,” 
and as a result RAND, in its modeling of how this 
affected Negley Run, estimated that sewer overflows 
have been 14% greater.66

More impervious surface will increase runoff
In addition to increased precipitation, converting more 
forests into hard surfaces – such as roads, parking 
lots or malls – will increase the volume of stormwater 
runoff, and thereby increase the risk of sewage 
overflows. The amount of the impervious surface 
in the region will increase if development continues 
to follow historical patterns. A greater increase in 
population will exacerbate the problem. 

The amount of developed area in ALCOSAN’s 
territory has increased in recent years even though the 
region’s population has been relatively stable. Despite a 
declining population in the first decade of this century, 
Allegheny County added 20 square miles of developed 
area, including 9 square miles of impervious surfaces, 
from 2001 to 2011.67 This development occurred 
primarily through the loss of forest, which has great 
capacity to absorb rainfall, prevent runoff and recharge 
groundwater.68
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In contrast, impervious surfaces cause rainwater to 
flow directly into sewers and streams. With Allegheny 
County’s population now growing again, continued 
development in forested areas of the county could add 
even more impervious surfaces generating even greater 
flows of stormwater.69 

According to data from municipalities served by 
ALCOSAN and from the Southwestern Pennsylvania 
Commission, population in the ALCOSAN service 
territory is projected to increase by 13%-16% by 2046 
compared to 2010.70 The biggest percentage increases 
in population are projected to occur in the far eastern 
and western portions of ALCOSAN’s territory, such 
as in North Fayette and Penn Township.71 Overall, 
the number of square miles of sewershed served 
by ALCOSAN could increase by 9% as sanitary 
sewer lines for new developments are connected to 
the existing network.72 Though new additions to 

ALCOSAN’s sewershed will be served by separate 
stormwater and sewage systems, some amount of 
rainwater will nonetheless enter sewer lines, though 
roof gutter downspout connections, open or leaking 
pipe joints, and other points.73 This population and 
sewershed growth are projected to cause CSOs and 
SSOs to increase by 8%, if no measures are adopted to 
reduce stormwater runoff.74

The stormwater impacts of this development will be 
greater than projected by ALCOSAN when combined 
with climate-related increases in precipitation. 
Already, in two recent years total stormwater 
pollution may have been as high as 15 billion gallons, 
far more than ALCOSAN’s estimate of 9 billion 
gallons annually.75 This is due to higher amounts 
of precipitation than the historic levels of rainfall 
ALCOSAN included in its model, plus more paved 
surfaces as a result of development.76
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Better infrastructure is crucial 
to achieving clean water 

MUNICIPALITIES CAN USE both “gray” and 
“green” infrastructure for managing stormwater and 
reducing the amount of untreated wastewater that is 
released into the environment. 

Gray infrastructure
Wastewater has traditionally been managed by 
collecting it from roads, rooftops and other hard 
surfaces and carrying it away through pipes and 
tunnels to be treated at a wastewater treatment 
plant or discharged directly into a river or stream.77 
This type of infrastructure is known as “gray 
infrastructure” because it relies on curbs, gutters, 
pipes and other concrete collection and treatment 
systems. 

As gray infrastructure moves stormwater, it picks up 
trash, bacteria and other pollution, increasing the 
need for treatment.78 If the gray infrastructure is in 
poor repair, it may leak untreated wastewater into 
waterways. Furthermore, when gray infrastructure 
gets overwhelmed by the volume of wastewater 
entering the system, it can discharge untreated 
stormwater into rivers and streams, degrading 
water quality. Sufficient and well-maintained gray 
infrastructure is essential to keeping raw sewage out 
of waterways.

Green infrastructure
“Green infrastructure” is designed to reduce 
the amount of stormwater runoff by capturing 
rainfall close to where it lands. Green stormwater 
infrastructure can help to reduce inflow and 
infiltration into the sewer system and also reduce 
the need for gray infrastructure. Examples of green 
infrastructure include:

• Permeable pavement, such as pavers with spaces or 
porous concrete or asphalt perched above a gravel 
bed so that infiltrating water can collect below the 
surface and slowly infiltrate into the soil.79

• Bioswales and rain gardens, essentially basins with 
plants and other natural features intended to slow 
runoff, allowing it to filter into the ground or to 
enter the gray infrastructure system more slowly.80 

• Trees and green space.

• Rain barrels, which store runoff from roofs.81

Measures to control the volume of stormwater 
running off impervious surfaces deliver multiple 
benefits. Reducing peak runoff during storm events 
and the overall volume of stormwater can reduce how 
much stormwater mixes with untreated sewage and 
contributes to overflow events. 
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In addition to reducing how much and how 
quickly stormwater flows into storm drains during 
precipitation events, infrastructure that increases the 
ability of water to soak into the ground also helps to 
recharge groundwater and improve water quality.83 

Figure 2. Examples of green infrastructure82

Green infrastructure can also help reduce flooding, 
filter out pollution, counteract heat radiating off 
streets and buildings, and improve the appearance 
of a neighborhood.84
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THE PROBLEM OF SEWAGE overflows into 
Pittsburgh-area rivers and streams has been recognized 
for decades. In recent years, policymakers have 
developed plans to upgrade water conveyance, storage 
and treatment infrastructure and to reduce the amount 
of stormwater that runs off impervious surfaces and 
mingles with raw sewage. 

Plans to address sewage overflows and reduce 
stormwater problems include the Clean Water Plan 
from ALCOSAN, as well as the Pittsburgh Green 
Infrastructure Plan, also known as the Green First 
Plan.

These green infrastructure and stormwater 
management plans can help achieve the interim goals 
of ALCOSAN’s clean water plan, at the same time they 
reduce flooding. However, as currently drafted, none 
of these plans will fully address Pittsburgh’s stormwater 
and associated sewage overflow problems. In addition, 
the progress that they anticipate will take many years.

ALCOSAN’s Clean Water Plan
For decades, untreated sewage has polluted waterways 
in Allegheny County in violation of federal clean 
water laws, prompting the federal government to 
threaten to take enforcement action.85 Finally, in 2008, 
after the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, the 
Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection 
and the Allegheny County Health Department sued 
ALCOSAN, the regional sewer authority entered 

into a consent decree with environmental regulators 
that required it to create a plan for addressing sewage 
pollution in waterways.86 The plan would need to 
address both wastewater collection and treatment 
to eliminate sanitary sewer overflows and reduce 
combined sewer overflows.87 The initial agreement 
required that all infrastructure improvements be 
operational by late 2026. However, regulators agreed 
to a longer timeline and to allow ALCOSAN to 
implement its plan in phases.88

In developing its plan, ALCOSAN modeled multiple 
scenarios for reducing sewage overflows to a level 
that would make attainment of clean water standards 
possible.89 ALCOSAN identified a plan that relied 
primarily on gray infrastructure upgrades such as 
expanding the Woods Run treatment plant and 
building new tunnels for storing stormwater, at a cost 
of $3.6 billion (in 2010 dollars).90 However, ALCOSAN 
deemed this plan too expensive, and instead proposed 
an option that would provide less pollution control and 
on a longer timeline.91

The EPA rejected this option because it did not 
sufficiently reduce pollution. In addition, the city of 
Pittsburgh and community organizations advocated 
for the inclusion of green stormwater infrastructure 
and other measures to reduce the inflow of stormwater 
and the seepage of groundwater into wastewater 
pipes through cracks or broken pipes.92 ALCOSAN 
responded with a revised plan that included a longer 

Current plans to reduce sewage 
overflows and flooding
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timeline for more pollution reductions than it had 
originally proposed.93

Nonetheless, that revised plan, codified in a consent 
decree signed in 2020, will still leave the region 
with 2.7 billion gallons of sewage overflows by 2036 
(assuming the continuation of historic precipitation 
patterns).94 

To reduce pollution down to that level, the plan 
includes: expansion of the wastewater treatment 
facility’s capacity to 480 million gallons per day 
(up from 250 million gallons currently); increased 
capacity to transport and store untreated wastewater; 
green infrastructure measures to reduce the amount 
of water that enters the sewer system; and improved 
maintenance of regional sewers.95 To allow for more 
centralized management and maintenance of the 
system, ALCOSAN will seek to acquire more than 
200 miles of sewage lines from municipalities.96 

ALCOSAN plans to spend $2 billion (in 2010 
dollars) for these measures.97 Just $100 million 
is earmarked for the Green Revitalization of our 
Waterways (GROW) program, which funds grants 
for source reduction measures, including green 
infrastructure efforts and gray infrastructure 
projects.98 The green infrastructure projects include 
creating spaces to capture stormwater and slowly 
release it or allow it to soak into the ground.99 Gray 
infrastructure source control projects include lining 
sanitary sewer lines to reduce groundwater seepage 
into pipes and providing separate channels for 
streams to remove natural flows from the wastewater 
system.100 As of early 2022, ALCOSAN had already 
spent $60 million in GROW funding.101

Only a small share of this funding has gone to green 
infrastructure projects. Approximately one quarter 
of this spending has been for green stormwater 
infrastructure.102 The rest went to gray infrastructure 
projects.

ALCOSAN acknowledges that in some places, 
green infrastructure projects have the potential to 
reduce wastewater overflows more cheaply than gray 

infrastructure.103 However, its plan calls for studying 
the immediate sewersheds of only five such overflow 
points as candidates for green infrastructure 
investments. 

Pittsburgh Green Infrastructure Plan
To better manage stormwater and thus reduce sewer 
overflows and flooding, the city of Pittsburgh and 
the Pittsburgh Water and Sewer Authority (PWSA) 
developed a “Citywide Green First Plan.”104 The 
plan focuses on using green infrastructure, in 
addition to regional efforts to increase the capacity 
of infrastructure to move and store more water, to 
reduce the amount of stormwater that flows into 
the wastewater system and to slow how quickly it 
enters the wastewater system.105 ALCOSAN’s plan 
incorporates some, but not all, of the opportunities 
identified in the Green First plan. 

The plan, which is currently being updated, 
prioritizes sewersheds that have historically suffered 
from repeated flooding. These sewersheds are also 
responsible for one-third of the total combined sewer 
overflow volume in the ALCOSAN system.106 Other 
priorities include the streams that add the most 
volume to the combined sewer system and areas that 
are repeatedly hazardous during floods.

Photo: Wikimedia Commons, public domain. 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bioswale.jpg

A bioswale under construction. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bioswale.jpg
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The plan seeks to capture 85% of the stormwater 
flows, based on 2003 precipitation patterns.107 
Capturing 85% of stormwater flows means sewage 
overflows would be reduced but not eliminated. In 
addition, this estimate is based on historic patterns 
of precipitation and fails to anticipate the increases in 
precipitation being caused by climate change. 

Of the 30 sewersheds that were modeled at the 
plan’s creation in 2016, approximately half already 
capture 85% of the stormwater flow and thus were 
assumed to not necessarily need green infrastructure 
investments. In these sewersheds, the biggest impact 
of adding green infrastructure may be to help 
reduce road and basement flooding.108 In the other 

Clean water contributes to a better quality of life in Pittsburgh.

sewersheds, green infrastructure will help reduce 
these problems and also curb sewage overflows. 
Green infrastructure may provide pollution 
reductions more quickly than gray infrastructure 
investments, and deliver ancillary benefits such as 
flood control.

Pittsburgh and PWSA have begun work on a number 
of green infrastructure projects. For example, a 
project on Thomas and McPherson boulevards will 
install bioretention systems, and use catch basins 
and permeable pavers to reduce stormwater runoff.109 
The project, funded with a mix of municipal and 
ALCOSAN funds, is projected to cut overflows by 
more than 3 million gallons.110
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WHILE ALCOSAN, Allegheny County, the city 
of Pittsburgh and other municipalities are taking 
action to reduce sewer overflows, these actions will 
take roughly another decade-and-a-half to implement 
and will still leave the region with 2.7 billion gallons 
of sewage overflows. Additional funding from 
state and federal sources could allow southwestern 
Pennsylvania communities to complete infrastructure 
projects sooner and/or expand the scope of such 
projects to achieve cleaner water sooner than current 
plans will. 

Federal funding of Pennsylvania’s Clean Water 
State Revolving Fund has increased, expanding the 
number of projects that can receive funding. Both the 
state and local governments have received funding 
through federal coronavirus relief measures that can 
be applied to stormwater management solutions. 
In addition, municipalities can adopt dedicated 
stormwater management fees. 

Clean Water State Revolving Fund
The Clean Water State Revolving Fund (CWSRF) 
is the main federal program for funding projects 
that curb sewage and runoff pollution. Thanks to 
the Bipartisan Infrastructure Law, Pennsylvania 
will receive twice as much federal funding into the 
CWSRF over the next five years compared with 
previous years. 

New federal appropriations will be added to money 
already in the CWSRF. This funding, plus money from 
communities that have repaid some or all of their loans, 
combined with investment income, can all be loaned for 
new projects. In 2021, Pennsylvania had more than $400 
million available for CWSRF projects.111 The new federal 
funding will increase the amount available for lending 
in coming years. In addition, some will be available as 
grants or forgivable loans.112

Through the Bipartisan Infrastructure Law (BIL), 
Pennsylvania will receive $71 million in 2022 for 
the CWSRF and the projects it normally funds, 
plus millions more earmarked for lead service line 
replacement, drinking water projects, and efforts to 
deal with emerging contaminants such as per- and 
polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS).113 

This Bipartisan Infrastructure Law funding will be 
in addition to funds distributed through the annual 
federal appropriations process. That normal funding 
cycle, from 2018 through 2021, sent approximately 
$63 million annually in new capital funds to 
Pennsylvania for its CWSRF, helping to grow the 
total amount available for lending.114 Federal funding 
through this annual appropriations process in 2022 
fell to approximately $45 million. Thus, the funding 
provided though the Bipartisan Infrastructure Law 
could approximately double the amount of new funds 

Increased funding 
can enable pollution 
reductions sooner
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Pennsylvania has for the CWSRF compared with recent 
years. (See Figure 3.)

Though the grant process is competitive, Allegheny 
County communities that are members of ALCOSAN 
have demonstrated that they can qualify for funding.116 
Communities that have received funding in recent years 
from the CWSRF include: 

• Bethel Park received a CWSRF loan of $1,367,000 
in April 2019 for stormwater management to address 
flooding in residential areas and reduce pollution into 
a creek.117 The project includes an underground deten-
tion tank, rain gardens and other improvements.

• Pittsburgh Water and Sewer Authority received $7.75 
million in January 2021 to replace sewer lines that 
contribute to wet weather sewage overflows into the 
Monongahela and Ohio rivers.118

• In October 2021, Pittsburgh Water and Sewer Author-
ity received a loan for more than $36 million to 
improve water quality by replacing nearly a mile of 
large-diameter sewer line and 22 miles of small-diame-
ter sewer lines.119

Recovery funds 
Pennsylvania has allocated several hundred million 
dollars of federal American Rescue Plan funding to 
water and sewer projects. The state dedicated more 
than $200 million to the Water and Sewer program 
within the H2O PA Program and several million 
to stormwater management grants through the 
Department of Environmental Protection.120 H2O 
PA’s Water and Sewer program provides grants to 
help fund the construction of storm sewer, sanitary 
sewer and drinking water infrastructure.121

In addition to money that went directly to the 
state, funds went to local and county governments 
in Pennsylvania, too.122 This money can be used 
for stormwater infrastructure upgrades, and some 
municipalities have chosen this option to reduce 
water pollution. For example, Penn Hills will receive 
a total of $17.1 million, and will spend it on sewer 
and stormwater projects, among other things.123 
Bridgeville will spend nearly its entire $500,000 
on a stormwater project.124 Shaler Borough spent 
approximately $1.5 million, half of its total funding, 

Figure 3. Historic and projected Clean Water State Revolving Fund allocations for Pennsylvania115
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on sewer rehabilitation.125 Allegheny County allocated 
$5.8 million to stormwater mitigation.126 Dedicating 
unspent funds to green infrastructure to reduce 
stormwater runoff would help accelerate pollution 
reduction.

Stormwater fees
Municipalities in Allegheny County could establish 
or increase stormwater fees to increase funding 
for stormwater infrastructure, including green 
stormwater tools, on both public and private 
property.

The Pittsburgh Water & Sewer Authority began 
collecting a stormwater fee in 2022.127 The fee is 
based on the total amount of impervious surface on 
a property, such as pavement and roofs.128 Before 
implementation of the fee, stormwater management 
was funded through general wastewater rates. That 
meant that a property that did not have a water and 
sewer connection, such as a parking lot, did not 
pay anything to help manage stormwater, despite 
generating large amounts of runoff.129 

The monthly fee in 2022 is $5.96 for a residential 
customer with 1,015 to 2,710 square feet of hard 
surface.130 Residential customers who have less 
impervious surface on their property pay a lower 
fee. Commercial customers are charged at a similar 
rate. The stormwater fee will increase in 2023, 
generating an additional $21 million annually that 
PWSA can use for stormwater runoff reduction and 
infrastructure upgrades.131

In addition to Pittsburgh, other communities 
served by ALCOSAN that have adopted stormwater 
management fees include Dormont, Fox Chapel, 
Mount Lebanon, Monroeville, North Fayette, 
O’Hara, Plum and Whitehall.132 

Stormwater fees provide a dedicated revenue source 
for the local stormwater authority to reduce and 
manage runoff. Pittsburgh uses revenue from its 
stormwater fee to build and maintain city stormwater 

projects, including green infrastructure.133

Pittsburgh does not use stormwater fee revenue to 
help owners of private property reduce runoff, though 
other cities have such programs. Washington, D.C., 
for example, helps individual homeowners and select 
other property owners install rain barrels, trees, 
rain gardens, permeable surfaces and other green 
infrastructure to reduce runoff.134 The RiverSmart 
program provides both advice and rebates, such as 
up to $100 per tree, up to $1,000 for rain barrels, 
and up to $2,200 for rain gardens. The programs 
are supported in part by the city’s stormwater fee.135 
The RiverSmart program has helped fund green 
stormwater infrastructure on more than 4,000 
properties.136

A stormwater fee should be accompanied by a robust 
public education campaign encouraging existing 
commercial and residential property owners to take 
steps to reduce the amount of runoff from their 
property, and with funding to encourage action. 
Installing rain barrels to store water for later use or 
release, planting trees, building vegetated buffers 

Permeable pavers allow water to soak into the 
ground, reducing runoff. 

Photo: staff
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on the edge of parking lots, or using permeable 
pavement in place of asphalt or concrete are relatively 
straightforward ways for homeowners or business 
owners to take responsibility for runoff flowing from 
their land, to alleviate local flooding, and to reduce 
stress on the region’s stormwater system. 

Stormwater fees have the potential to provide more 
funding in Allegheny County to reduce runoff 
pollution. The dozens of municipalities that are 
served by ALCOSAN that do not have stormwater 
fees could establish them. Communities that already 
have stormwater fees could increase them. Most 
Allegheny County municipalities with stormwater fees 
have rates roughly comparable to those charged by 
Pittsburgh.137 However, this is far lower than the rate 
property owners pay in Washington, D.C., where the 
fee for a typical residential property is more than $18 
per month, compared with less than $6 per month in 
Pittsburgh.138 The gap between Washington, D.C.’s and 
Pittsburgh’s commercial stormwater fee is similar.
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CURBING THE AMOUNT of stormwater that flows 
off roads, roofs, parking lots and other hard surfaces 
is an important part of the region’s efforts to reduce 
sewage overflows, as well as to reduce flood risk. 
Municipalities should ensure that new development 
does not increase stormwater volumes and that 
redevelopment projects reduce stormwater runoff. 

Stronger land use regulations and     
building codes
Land use regulations, zoning codes and building codes 
can determine how much stormwater flows off new 
developments or redevelopment projects. 

Land use and zoning policies that limit the loss of forest 
and focus development in already developed areas can 
reduce the amount of stormwater generated. For example, 
researchers with RAND analyzed the impact of potential 
population growth by 2046 just within ALCOSAN’s 
combined sewer area (i.e., excluding areas where sewer 
and stormwater lines are separate). Focusing new growth 
in existing developed areas produces a lower volume of 
overflows than allowing growth to occur across the region 
as a whole. Specifically, if the population in areas served 
by combined sewers were to increase by 15%, impervious 
surface area would increase by 8% but produce only a 
5% increase in overflow volume from combined sewer 
areas.139 In contrast, if population growth occurs across 
the region, and especially in areas that are not already 
developed (as in ALCOSAN’s baseline projection), the 
increase in overflow volume is greater (8%).140 

Building codes and rules specific to stormwater 
management can also help to ensure that new 
homes, roads and other hard surfaces do not increase 
stormwater runoff and sewage overflow problems. 
Standards for new or rebuilt residential, commercial 
and industrial facilities can include requirements 
for reducing impervious surfaces and capturing 
stormwater onsite to increase infiltration or delay the 
release of stormwater.141 

Improved enforcement of stormwater rules
The impact of regulations to curb stormwater runoff 
is partially dependent on how well they are enforced. 
According to researchers at RAND, enforcement of 
existing or new stormwater and land use ordinances 
“could help to limit or avoid increases in impervious 
cover” that influence how much stormwater is 
generated.142 

While data are not available on stormwater regulation 
enforcement across ALCOSAN’s service territory, recent 
action by the EPA indicates that oversight of stormwater 
management at construction sites has been inadequate. 
In 2021, the EPA required Pittsburgh and the 
Pittsburgh Water and Sewer Authority to improve their 
enforcement of stormwater management at construction 
sites.143 The city and PWSA agreed to hire more 
inspectors and enforcement staff to monitor for erosion 
and sediment runoff from construction sites, and also to 
confirm compliance with stormwater management best 
practices after construction is complete.

Policies to reduce stormwater 
runoff can help reduce sewage 
overflows
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ALLEGHENY COUNTY and its municipalities 
can look to a range of policies adopted in other 
cities and states for ideas on additional approaches 
to protecting water quality, reducing stormwater 
runoff and controlling flooding. 

Maryland has adopted statewide standards for 
development size subject to stormwater rules
In 2007, Maryland enacted the Stormwater 
Management Act to cut stormwater runoff from 
new development and major redevelopment 
projects. The standards apply statewide to any 
new project that disturbs 5,000 square feet or 
more of land.144 In contrast, Pennsylvania’s model 
stormwater management ordinance does not specify 
a minimum disturbance area – municipalities can 
determine this – but allows municipalities to decide 
if they want to exempt projects that disturb up 
to 1 acre (more than 40,000 square feet).145 New 
development must be designed to manage runoff 
from at least a 0.9-inch rainfall event to the same 
degree that woods in good condition would. 

In Maryland, redevelopment projects where existing 
impervious area is greater than 40% must reduce 
the amount of impervious cover by 50% or use 
environmental site design tools to provide water 
quality treatment for half of the existing covered 
area.146 Pennsylvania’s model ordinance does 
not seek a reduction of impervious cover during 
redevelopment.

Seattle has set a stormwater reduction goal
In 2013, Seattle adopted a goal of managing 700 
million gallons of stormwater runoff with green 
infrastructure by 2025, up from just 100 million 
gallons in 2012.147 The 700 million gallons of runoff 
that Seattle seeks to reduce or slow down on its way 
to waterways is less than 5% of the total amount 
of stormwater generated in the city.148 By 2020, the 
city had built projects that managed more than 400 
million gallons of stormwater. Slightly more than 
half of the total capacity was built by Seattle Public 
Utilities, approximately one-fifth was built by private 

States and municipalities across the country have adopted 
a variety of policies to address stormwater runoff

A rain garden in Seattle. 

Photo: Seattle Parks and Recreation via Flickr, CC BY 2.0

Continued on page 24

https://www.flickr.com/photos/seattleparks/15105699074/in/photostream/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/legalcode
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entities to comply with code requirements, and 
almost all the remainder was built through public-
private partnerships.149 The majority of those 
public-private partnerships did not receive funding 
from Seattle Public Utilities or King County’s 
Wastewater Treatment Division. 

Seattle partnered with a variety of public, 
private, nonprofit, philanthropic and educational 
institutions to accelerate construction of green 
stormwater infrastructure across the city. Seattle 
has also sought to match green stormwater 
projects with other community goals, such as 
environmental justice, public health, workforce 
development, walkable neighborhoods, career 
opportunities for youth, and clean air and 
water.150 In addition, the city has worked to 
remove barriers to adoption of green stormwater 
infrastructure, including policy, process, legal 
and regulatory obstacles.151 

The city’s efforts to reach its goals have included 
training in different languages for landscaping 
contractors on how to install green stormwater 
projects; providing grants and rebates to property 
owners to fully cover the cost of projects; 
targeting schools, fraternities, churches and other 
institutions whose buildings have big roofs; and 
partnering with researchers and large institutions 
to understand the benefits and opportunities of 
more ambitious stormwater projects.152

To reach its 2025 goal, Seattle is expanding its 
efforts. Because incentives are targeted at areas 
where new green stormwater infrastructure will 
have the biggest impact on reducing flooding and 
sewer overflows, a new online map will make it 
easier for residents, businesses and developers 
to understand what incentives are available to 

them.153 A new public-private partnership will 
fund projects in public spaces such as schools 
and parking lots that are in areas identified by 
communities as suffering from poor drainage.154

Chicago renovates playgrounds to capture 
stormwater 
Several nonprofits, working with the 
Metropolitan Water Reclamation District of 
Greater Chicago, Chicago Public Schools and 
the Chicago Department of Water Management, 
have renovated schoolyards to provide better 
space for outdoor recreation and to absorb 
stormwater.155 The designs include a variety of 
green infrastructure features to capture water, 
reducing flooding, basement backups and 
wastewater flows.156 Schoolchildren and members 
of the surrounding area gain an improved play 
area and gathering space. The first 15 renovation 
projects are capable of capturing more than 2.5 
million gallons of water each time it rains.157

Massachusetts protects the ability of rivers 
and streams to absorb stormwater
The Massachusetts Rivers Protection Act helps 
protect water quality and control flooding 
by limiting development close to rivers and 
streams.158 In most areas of the state, the law 
protects land within 200 feet of permanent 
rivers and streams from new development. In 
some more populated or more densely developed 
municipalities, the protected riverfront area is 
25 feet to each side of a river. The protections of 
the act apply to nearly 9,000 miles of riverbanks 
in Massachusetts.159 This protection allows rivers 
and their surrounding natural areas to continue 
to protect water quality, reduce flooding and 
limit damage from storms.

Continued from page 23
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Policy recommendations

ALCOSAN AND ITS member communities have 
adopted a plan to reduce sewage overflows, but for 
the sake of public health and the environment, they 
should seek to implement that plan more quickly, 
plus add more green infrastructure projects to further 
reduce stormwater runoff and associated sewage 
overflows and flooding. 

Increase funding to improve green and 
gray infrastructure
Eliminating sewage overflows and reducing runoff 
pollution are vital to the health of the Three Rivers 
and local creeks and streams. Preventing flooding 
is also important to the success and well-being of 
residents of Allegheny County and numerous other 
communities across Pennsylvania. Federal, state and 
local budgets should reflect these priorities. 

State officials should increase funding for stormwater 
infrastructure in the state’s annual budget. 
Pennsylvania allocated only slightly over $200 million 
of the $7.3 billion in federal relief funds it received for 
programs that could help reduce sewage overflows.160 
Future state budgets should include higher funding 
for solving the state’s sewage problems.

Allegheny County municipalities should work with 
staff who administer the state’s Clean Water State 
Revolving Fund to identify design or construction 
projects that might qualify for grants or loans in 
light of increased federal funding for the program. 
Though total sewage and stormwater spending needs 
are higher in the largest communities, the limited 
ability of smaller communities to finance projects may 
increase their eligibility for grant funding. 

In addition, municipalities that have not yet adopted 
a dedicated stormwater management fee should do 
so, and those that already have fees should consider 
raising them. Not only can stormwater fees provide a 
reliable and dedicated source of funding for municipal 
projects to reduce stormwater volumes and to 
rehabilitate sewage infrastructure, if structured right 
such funds can also support the removal of impervious 
surfaces and installation of on-site stormwater control 
infrastructure on private property. 

To further support Pennsylvania’s efforts at addressing 
sewage pollution, Congress should increase funding 
for the Clean Water State Revolving Fund. While the 
Bipartisan Infrastructure Law makes some progress in 
this direction, federal funding is still short of the $271 
billion that the EPA has estimated is needed to maintain 
and improve the nation’s wastewater infrastructure.161

Adopt and enforce policies to reduce 
future stormwater runoff volumes
Better stormwater management can help reduce 
sewage overflows. Municipalities in ALCOSAN’s 
territory should evaluate land use and zoning policies 
for how they will impact stormwater flows from new 
development or large redevelopment projects. Forested 
areas should be protected. New projects should be 
designed to minimize any increase in stormwater 
runoff that would increase potential sewage overflows 
and flooding. Municipalities should educate developers 
about stronger stormwater management rules and hire 
sufficient staff to ensure new projects comply with the 
requirements. To minimize impervious surfaces in 
the watershed, municipal policies should incentivize 
redevelopment over new development.
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State officials should support local efforts by adopting 
a model stormwater management ordinance that 
recognizes the projected increases in rain intensity 
and total volume due to climate change. Pennsylvania 
leaders could also do more to limit development near 
waterways, maintaining the capacity of ecosystems to 
absorb and store water. 

Commit to protecting clean water 
Fundamentally, Pennsylvania leaders should embrace 
and act in support of ensuring clean water in every 
river, lake and stream. State officials should commit 
to achieving the Clean Water Act’s goal of having all 
waterways be safe for swimming and fishing. Federal 
officials should ensure that the scope, permitting 
and enforcement of the act remain strong as well. 
Locally, municipalities and ALCOSAN should act 
as swiftly as possible to reduce sewage overflows by 
implementing current plans. At the same time, leaders 
should be developing new plans that will end all sewage 
overflows. Without that, the Three Rivers will remain 
polluted and residents of Allegheny County will not be 
able to fully enjoy the region’s natural beauty.
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