Reducing Sewage Overflows After Disasters: Executive Summary
Robert B. Washam, RS, MPH
For at least two weeks after Hurricanes Francis and Jeanne in 2004 and Hurricane Wilma in 2005, many sewage lift stations in Martin County, Florida were reported to have raw sewage overflowing onto the ground surface and into surface water.  This condition was caused by the water utilities providing a public water supply to homes in areas without electrical power.  The residents were able to flush their toilets; however the wastewater flowed into lift stations that did not have power to pump the waste to the treatment plant.  The wastewater that overflowed onto the ground was a potential health problem to residents and visitors in the area.  To deal with the issue, the utilities tried numerous methods to keep the stations functioning, including moving generators around to the worst locations and by hiring a pump truck to transport the wastewater to functioning stations.  The utilities also developed a dependence on health officials to post signs to restrict public access to the sewage overflow sites.  None of these efforts completely resolved the overflow problems.  Also, these responses have taken the focus away from a reasonable long-term solution, which is to obtain cooperation among utilities on a regional and state basis to share equipment.  There are too many lift stations and not enough generators after a disaster, however, nearby utilities that were not affected may have a surplus.  After discussions with the four major wastewater utilities in Martin County, it was found that they were concerned and wanted to resolve the problem, but were not able to do it on their own.  Meetings were held with the utilities and two of the four have joined a new regional group and one utility has changed their policies to require that all newly constructed lift stations be provided with a generator. In addition, all utilities agreed to use their own employees to post signs in the overflow areas, which will free environmental health specialists to work on other disaster-related issues.  Additional work is planned to get all the utilities to join the regional group and to purchase more generators for use during disasters.  Once all lift stations function after disasters, health risks associated with wastewater overflows will be eliminated.       
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