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DC Utilizes Green Infrastructure to
Manage Stormwater

Under a consent decree from the EPA to reduce combined sewer overflows (CSOs), the District of
Columbia Water and Sewer Authority (DC Water) developed a plan to construct three large holding
tunnels to provide extra capacity during high precipitation events. Upon further consideration of the
uncertainties regarding future precipitation extremes and the costs associated with developing three
large infrastructure projects, DC Water requested to revise the agreement.

The revised plan replaces one tunnel with green infrastructure projects to reduce the amount of
stormwater runoff that the system has to handle. A capacity metric (i.e., amount of stormwater runoff
managed) associated with the green infrastructure projects was adopted rather than an initial plan
requiring a defined financial commitment ($90 million) to better ensure the expected stormwater
reduction improvements.

DC Water reviewed the National Climate Assessment projections for the Northeast to better understand
potential future conditions, however no such projections were included in the capacity agreement. While
no climate projections were included, the agreement does provides the District of Columbia greater
adaptive flexibility to scale and increase green infrastructure to accommodate future precipitation
extremes.

With the installation of green infrastructure projects in the Rock Creek Park corridor, the revised plan
provides substantive environmental, economic, and health benefits as early as 2017 as compared with
the original project projection of 2024. The revised plan, upon completion in 2030, is expected to reduce
CSO releases by 96% (based upon current precipitation levels).

How did they do it? Applicable EPA Tools
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Realized current approach was insufficient to meet current and
future climate extremes

DC Water re-evaluated its plan to address CSO’s
<https://www.dcwater.com/css> and recognized that the financial,
engineering and environmental commitments under the original
consent decree agreement were not likely to yield the results it
needed given uncertainties of current and future extreme weather
events.

DC Water assessed alternative strategies
<https://www.dcwater.com/resources/environment/cleanrivers/projects/green-

infrastructure> that provided greater flexibility and adaptive capacity
to provide for substantive CSO reduction benefits both now and in
the future.

The Climate Resilience
Evaluation and
Awareness Tool (CREAT)
can help communities
identify expected
vulnerabilities from a
changing climate.

Climate Resilience
Evaluation and
Awareness Tool (CREAT)
<https://epa.gov/crwu/climate-

resilience-evaluation-and-

awareness-tool>

Selected a unique adaptation option specific to local conditions

DC Water developed and proposed a plan utilizing a mix of grey
and green infrastructure <https://epa.gov/enforcement/first-amendment-

district-columbia-water-and-sewer-consent-decree>. The District has
identified a variety of green infrastructure and low impact
development measures with potential for use, including rain
barrels, grassed swales, cisterns infiltration trenches, permeable
pavements, increased tree cover, and rooftop greening.

The Green Infrastructure
Modeling Tools can help
communities predict the
environmental outcomes
of different design and
management
approaches.

Green Infrastructure
Modeling Tools
<https://epa.gov/green-

infrastructure/green-

infrastructure-modeling-tools>
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Defined performance-based metrics rather than financial

DC Water committed to installing Green Infrastructure (PDF)
<https://www.dcwater.com/sites/default/files/green-infrastructure-ltcp-

modificaitons.pdf> (890 pp, 40 MB) to absorb “…1.2 inches of rain
falling on 365 impervious acres of land that currently does not
absorb stormwater…” If this commitment proves infeasible, the
plan will revert to using underground storage. This plan is
projected to reduce CSO’s by 96% and is expected to be capable of
handling more than 90% of storms (under baseline climate
conditions). DC Water has already completed preliminary green
infrastructure demonstration projects and is expected to complete
an additional 44 acres of by June 2019.

The EPA SWMM and
Stormwater Calculator
Climate Assessment
Tools can help
communities simulate
and evaluate green
infrastructure
performance against
projected climate
impacts:

Storm Water
Management Model
(SWMM)
<https://epa.gov/water-

research/storm-water-

management-model-swmm>

Stormwater Calculator
<https://epa.gov/water-

research/national-stormwater-

calculator>

DC Long-Term Control Plan, May 2015 (PDF)  <https://www.dcwater.com/sites/default/files/green-infrastructure-ltcp-

modificaitons.pdf>(890 pp, 40 MB, About PDF <https://epa.gov/home/pdf-files>)

Similar Cases and More Information
Increased precipitation events may lead to increased sewer overflows as well as threaten the water or
wastewater utility facilities themselves. For more information on what a Washington, D.C. wastewater
facility is doing to adapt to climate change and the threats from flooding, view Blue Plains Wastewater
Facility Case. For information on a city that is moving wastewater services away from an area vulnerable
to flooding view the Iowa City Riverfront Master Plan.

Blue Plains Wastewater Facility in Washington DC Reinforces Facility Against Floods <https://epa.gov/arc-

x/blue-plains-wastewater-facility-washington-dc-reinforces-facility-against-floods>

Iowa City, Iowa Closes Vulnerable Wastewater Facility <https://epa.gov/arc-x/smart-growth-along-riverfront-helps-

manage-stormwater-iowa-city-iowa>
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References
 

Long Term Control Plan Modification for Green Infrastructure (PDF)
<https://www.dcwater.com/sites/default/files/green-infrastructure-ltcp-modificaitons.pdf> (890 pp, 40 MB)

DC Water’s Green Infrastructure Brochure (PDF)
<https://www.dcwater.com/sites/default/files/documents/green_infrastructure_brochure.pdf> (3 pp, 3 MB)

First Amendment to the District of Columbia Water and Sewer Consent Decree
<https://epa.gov/enforcement/first-amendment-district-columbia-water-and-sewer-consent-decree>

DC Water Proposes Modifying Clean Rivers Project for Green Infrastructure
<https://www.dcwater.com/whats-going-on/news/dc-water-unveils-proposed-modifications-long-term-control-plan-include-

green>

Climate Change Adaptation Resource Center (ARC-X) Home <https://epa.gov/arc-x>

Your Climate Adaptation Search <https://climateadaptation.epa.gov/>

Implications of Climate Change <https://epa.gov/arc-x/implications-climate-change>

Adaptation Planning <https://epa.gov/arc-x/planning-climate-change-adaptation>

Adaptation Strategies <https://epa.gov/arc-x/strategies-climate-change-adaptation>

Case Studies <https://epa.gov/arc-x/searchable-case-studies-climate-change-adaptation>

Tools <https://epa.gov/arc-x/tools-climate-change-adaptation>

Training <https://epa.gov/arc-x/climate-change-adaptation-training>

Federal Funding & Technical Assistance <https://epa.gov/arc-x/federal-funding-and-technical-assistance-climate-

adaptation>

Library <https://epa.gov/arc-x/library-climate-change-adaptation>

Underlying Science <https://epa.gov/arc-x/underlying-science-climate-change-adaptation>

EPA Contacts & State Websites <https://epa.gov/arc-x/epa-regional-climate-adaptation-contacts-state-websites>

Contact Us <https://epa.gov/arc-x/forms/contact-us-about-climate-change-adaptation-resource-center> to ask a question,
provide feedback, or report a problem.
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