
APPENDIX D 

I. Rationale on the Appropriateness of, and the Authority for, the Inclusion of the 
Wastewater Treatment System and Sewer System Adaptation Plan Requirements 

 

The adaptation planning requirements proposed in the Draft General Permit are new 
requirements that build on existing operation and maintenance practices. EPA provides this 
appendix to further explain the basis for and importance of these provisions. 

In Section A below, EPA discusses the necessity for requiring the development of Adaptation 
Plans at wastewater treatment systems (“WWTS”) and sewer systems1 and provides some 
examples of how major storm and flood events can impact facility operations. In Section B 
below, EPA discusses the various components and proper scope of an Adaptation Plan. In 
Section C below, EPA sets forth the legal basis for its decision to require wastewater treatment 
systems and sewer systems to develop an Adaptation Plan.  

A. Necessity for Wastewater Treatment System and Sewer System Adaptation Planning 

Wastewater treatment systems and sewer systems are crucial in helping protect human health 
and the environment and providing critical services to the communities that they serve. Many 
wastewater treatment facilities and associated sewer system pump stations are located at low 
elevations (to maximize flow via gravity) within riverine or coastal floodplains and are at risk of 
increased flooding and other impacts from major storm events. As noted in a 2016 report by 
the New England Interstate Water Pollution Control Commission2 wastewater systems are 
already facing severe effects due to major storm and flood events and need to better adapt to 
this new reality: 

In the Northeast and throughout the world, extreme storm events are growing in 
frequency and force. Hurricanes and blizzards threaten the operation of wastewater 
infrastructure and in some cases the infrastructure itself. Consequently, wastewater 
facilities should be made more resilient though preparedness planning and physical 
upgrades.  

 
1 The Clean Water Act authorizes EPA, as permit issuer, to issue permits for “publicly owned treatment works” 
(POTWs). CWA § 402. POTWs comprise wastewater treatment systems and sewer systems. 40 C.F.R. §§ 122.2, 
403.3(q); In re Charles River Pollution Control District, 16 EAD 623, 635 (EAB 2015) (“POTW treatment plants, like 
the satellite sewage collection systems that convey wastewater to the plants, are components of a POTW.”) To 
more precisely and accurately describe the permit requirements, the Permit and this Response to Comments refer 
to “wastewater treatment system(s)” and “sewer system(s)” or, in some instances, both.  
 
“Wastewater Treatment System” or “WWTS” means any devices and systems used in the storage, treatment, 
recycling and reclamation of municipal sewage or industrial wastes of a liquid nature. It does not include sewers, 
pipes and other conveyances to the wastewater treatment facility. 
 
2  “Preparing for Extreme Weather at Wastewater Utilities: Strategies and Tips, New England Interstate Water 
Pollution Control Commission” (September 2016) pg. 2, https://www.neiwpcc.org/neiwpcc_docs/9-20-
2016%20NEIWPCC%20Extreme%20Weather%20Guide%20for%20web.pdf 

https://www.neiwpcc.org/neiwpcc_docs/9-20-2016%20NEIWPCC%20Extreme%20Weather%20Guide%20for%20web.pdf
https://www.neiwpcc.org/neiwpcc_docs/9-20-2016%20NEIWPCC%20Extreme%20Weather%20Guide%20for%20web.pdf


In the Northeast in the last five years Hurricanes Irene (2011) and Sandy (2012), and 
winter blizzards such as the February 2013 northeaster, produced widespread economic 
harm. Sandy caused nearly 11 billion gallons of sewage to be released into coastal 
waters, rivers, and other bodies of water as power outages and storm surge 
overwhelmed wastewater-treatment plants. 94% of these releases were a result of 
flooding and storm surge as waters overwhelmed sewage-treatment plants. 

As a result, addressing the ongoing challenges and the increasing risks faced by wastewater 
infrastructure systems nationwide - reduction or failure of system services resulting in 
discharges of untreated or partially treated sewage, flooding, physical damage to assets, 
impacts to personnel, to name just some of the possible outcomes - are a priority for EPA and a 
host of federal and state agencies, as well as regional and local governmental bodies. 
Addressing these challenges is also a priority for many wastewater treatment managers across 
the country. As noted in a 2019 study,3 which surveyed wastewater treatment systems in 
Connecticut, 78% of wastewater managers had made adaptive changes that ranged from low-
cost temporary adaptive changes to a few who described major changes that addressed 
redesign or the rebuilding of WWTPs; of those who had made changes, half “did so to improve 
resiliency to withstand the worst storm experienced by the wastewater system to date.”4     

Flooding and other major storm events can lead to a variety of, and more frequent, WWTS and 
sewer system failures. One recent analysis suggests that one-third of 5,500 wastewater 
treatment plants analyzed from around the country would be at risk of flooding in the event of 
a major storm.5 System failures, such as backups of untreated wastewater into the collection 
system and potentially into buildings and connections, bypasses of pollution treatment, and/or 
discharges of raw sewage into the environment are some of the potential impacts that may 
become more frequent.6   

 
3 “Kirchhoff, C.J. and P.L. Watson. 2019. “Are Wastewater Systems Adapting to Climate Change?” Journal of the 
American Water Resources Association, 1-12. pg.1. https://doi.org/10.1111/1752-1688.12748. (Citations omitted 
in quote).  
4 Id. at pgs. 5, 8.  
5“Rising Flood Risks Threaten Many Water and Sewage Treatment Plants Across the U.S.”(August 10, 2023), 
https://apnews.com/article/climate-change-flood-risks-infrastructure-vermont-
7bd953f513035468ee74f8f7c619bb8e  
6 See EPA’s Resilient Strategies Guide (noting that “[u]tilities are increasingly recognizing that future extreme 
weather events, energy prices and ecological conditions may not be predictable based on historical observations. 
These shifts may require utilities to change how they operate and manage their 
resources.”) https://www.epa.gov/crwu/resilient-strategies-guide-water-utilities#/resources/646; EPA 
Memorandum, “Re-Instatement of Federal Flood Risk Management Standard for State Revolving Fund Programs,” 
Thompkins, Anita Maria and Stein, Raffael to Water Division Directors (April, 2022) 
https://www.epa.gov/dwsrf/federal-flood-risk-management-standard-srf-programs (noting that “[f]looding is one 
of the most common hazards in the United Stated accounting for roughly $17 billion in damage annually between 
2010-1018 according to [FEMA], and it will continue to be an ongoing challenge for water infrastructure” with 
impacts that “can include physical damage to assets, soil and streambank erosion and contamination of water 
sources, loss of power and communication, loss of access to facilities, saltwater intrusion, and dangerous 
conditions for personnel.”).  See also, National Association of Clean Water Agencies (“NACWA”), “NACWA 
 

https://doi.org/10.1111/1752-1688.12748
https://apnews.com/article/climate-change-flood-risks-infrastructure-vermont-7bd953f513035468ee74f8f7c619bb8e
https://apnews.com/article/climate-change-flood-risks-infrastructure-vermont-7bd953f513035468ee74f8f7c619bb8e
https://www.epa.gov/crwu/resilient-strategies-guide-water-utilities#/resources/646
https://www.epa.gov/dwsrf/federal-flood-risk-management-standard-srf-programs


In New England, as well as elsewhere throughout the country,7 storms and flooding have 
caused damage to, and in some cases total failure of, wastewater treatment systems and sewer 
systems.  Implementing adaptive measures so that a wastewater treatment plant’s wastewater 
infrastructure may withstand increasingly frequent heavy precipitation and major storm and 
flood events is, therefore, a critical step in a system’s maintenance. Additionally, EPA notes that 
sometimes, mitigation measures based on adaptation/mitigation plans that were at one point 
sufficient and that were based on historic, local major storm and flood predictions, may now be 
insufficient given actual experience with major storms and flooding, the emergence of new data 
that was not previously available, and more recent projections. And while EPA also 
acknowledges that it may not always be possible to anticipate all future events (i.e., speed or 
direction of the wind, temperature fluctuations, the uprooting of trees, etc.) that can 
exacerbate, or alleviate, the outcomes of major storm and flood events, as illustrated in the 
examples below, it is important to ensure that existing adaptation plans reflect, as best as 
possible, all relevant data.  

Many New England WWTSs have been negatively impacted by major storm and flood events in 
recent years. In one notable example from Rhode Island in 2010, historically high flood waters 
(known as “the Great Flood of 2010”) severely impacted several wastewater treatment 
facilities, including the Warwick Rhode Island Wastewater Treatment Facility.8 After repetitive 
flood damages to the WWTS, the City of Warwick had constructed a protective berm, or levee, 
in the mid-1980s to protect the WWTS from future damages. The levee, originally designed for 
the 100-year flood at that time, plus three feet of freeboard, was breached by repeated heavy 
rain events in March 2010. The flooding caused catastrophic impacts to the WWTS which led to 
the “unthinkable” - the decision to evacuate the plant as the Pawtuxet River crested at 20.79 
feet.9 The impact to the treatment plant was extreme: 

While the flood waters caused no structural damages to the facility’s tanks or buildings, 
anything electrical and everything that was not metal or concrete was ruined. It was at 
least two days before the river had subsided to the point where staff could begin to 
access the facility.10  

With a tremendous amount of work and rebuilding, the facility was dewatered, and primary 
and then secondary treatment were restored. The facility was unable to achieve full compliance 

 
Principles on Climate Adaptation and Resiliency” (noting that “[f]or many clean water agencies, changing weather 
patterns have become a management reality and responsibility.”) https://www.nacwa.org/docs/default-
source/conferences-events/2018-ulc/nacwa-statement-of-principles-on-climate_.pdf?sfvrsn=2 
7 National Association of Clean Water Agencies (“NACWA”) Fact Sheet: “10 Extreme Rain and Flood Events in the 
US – All in 2022” (listing the “top 10 flood events of 2022” and their effects on water infrastructure from across the 
country, including the devastating impacts that include loss of life, estimated damages in the range of millions to 
billions of dollars, and extreme impacts to system services.)   
8 Holbrook, Nicolas Q., The Flood Crews of 2010: A History of Rhode Island’s 2010 Floods as Told By The State’s 
Wastewater Collection and Treatment Operators, Rhode Island DEM, Office of Water Resources (2017)  
https://dem.ri.gov/sites/g/files/xkgbur861/files/programs/benviron/water/pdfs/floodcrews2010.pdf  
9 Id. at 13.  
10 Id.  

https://www.nacwa.org/docs/default-source/conferences-events/2018-ulc/nacwa-statement-of-principles-on-climate_.pdf?sfvrsn=2
https://www.nacwa.org/docs/default-source/conferences-events/2018-ulc/nacwa-statement-of-principles-on-climate_.pdf?sfvrsn=2
https://dem.ri.gov/sites/g/files/xkgbur861/files/programs/benviron/water/pdfs/floodcrews2010.pdf


with its permit limits for a period of about 80 days.11 Due to this flooding, the facility updated 
their flood protection plans based on local storm and flooding data and implemented 
improvements for the WWTS, including raising the levee to protect the WWTS from inundation 
caused by a 500-year flood event.12  

 
Figure 1: The flooded Warwick wastewater facility on Wednesday, March 31, 2010. (State of Rhode Island) 

More recently, in July 2023, Vermont experienced a major storm and flooding event 
characterized by the National Weather Service as “catastrophic flash flooding and river 
flooding” with upwards of three to nine inches of rain falling in 48 hours, an amount that in 
some places of Vermont, amounted to the “greatest calendar day rainfall “since records began 
in 1948.13 According to local reporting, operations at 33 wastewater treatment systems were 
disrupted, and several facilities, like those in the towns of Ludlow and Johnson, were rendered 

 
11 Burke, Janine L., Executive Director, Warwick Sewer Authority, “The Great Flood of 2010: A Municipal Response,” 
pg. 237 Journal NEWEA (September 2012) 
https://www.warwicksewerauthority.com/pdfs/floodmitgation/NEWWA%20Journal%20Article%20on%20WSA%20
Flood%20Response.pdf 
12 Preliminary Design Report, Wastewater Treatment Facility Flood Protection and Mitigation Design, Warwick, 
Rhode Island (Prepared by AECOM for Warwick Sewer Authority, July 12, 2012) 
https://www.warwicksewerauthority.com/pdfs/floodmitgation/Warwick%20Flood%20Mitigation%20PDR%207-
24-12%20with%20Appendices.pdf,; Warwick Wastewater Treatment Facility – Climate Vulnerability Summary  
https://dem.ri.gov/sites/g/files/xkgbur861/files/programs/benviron/water/pdfs/cvswarwick.pdf  
13 Banacos, Peter, “The Great Vermont Flood of 10-11 July 2023: Preliminary Meteorological Summary” National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, National Weather Service, pg. 2 (August 5, 2023) 
https://www.weather.gov/btv/The-Great-Vermont-Flood-of-10-11-July-2023-Preliminary-Meteorological-
Summary (noting that damage “rivaled and in some areas exceeded – Tropical Storm Irene in 2011”)  

https://www.warwicksewerauthority.com/pdfs/floodmitgation/NEWWA%20Journal%20Article%20on%20WSA%20Flood%20Response.pdf
https://www.warwicksewerauthority.com/pdfs/floodmitgation/NEWWA%20Journal%20Article%20on%20WSA%20Flood%20Response.pdf
https://www.warwicksewerauthority.com/pdfs/floodmitgation/Warwick%20Flood%20Mitigation%20PDR%207-24-12%20with%20Appendices.pdf
https://www.warwicksewerauthority.com/pdfs/floodmitgation/Warwick%20Flood%20Mitigation%20PDR%207-24-12%20with%20Appendices.pdf
https://dem.ri.gov/sites/g/files/xkgbur861/files/programs/benviron/water/pdfs/cvswarwick.pdf
https://www.weather.gov/btv/The-Great-Vermont-Flood-of-10-11-July-2023-Preliminary-Meteorological-Summary
https://www.weather.gov/btv/The-Great-Vermont-Flood-of-10-11-July-2023-Preliminary-Meteorological-Summary


inoperable and will need significant reconstruction.14 As one news outlet reported about the 
conditions in Ludlow: 

[t]he facility that keeps the village’s drinking water safe was built at elevation and 
survived. But its sewage plant fared less well. Flooding tore through it, uprooting chunks 
of road, damaging buildings and sweeping sewage from treatment tanks into the river. 
Even [over three weeks after the storm event] the plant can only handle half its normal 
load.15 

 
Figure 2: Ludlow Wastewater Treatment Plant (photo August 2, 2023, taken after July storm event) 16 

 

 
14 Robinson, Shaun, ”Total Destruction:’ Flooding Knocks Out Johnson’s Wastewater Plant, Disrupts Operations 
Elsewhere” (July 18, 2023); https://vtdigger.org/2023/07/18/total-destruction-flooding-knocks-out-johnsons-
wastewater-plant-disrupts-operations-elsewhere/ (“Across Vermont, 33 wastewater treatment facilities were 
impacted by the flooding …according to Michelle Kolb, a supervisor in the state Department of Environmental 
Conservation’s wastewater program.”)  
15 Naishadham, Suman, Peterson, Brittany, Fassett, Carnille, “Rising Flood Risks Threaten Many Water and Sewage 
Treatment Plants Across the US,” Vermont Public, https://www.vermontpublic.org/local-news/2023-08-10/ludlow-
vermont-rising-flood-risks-threaten-many-water-and-sewage-treatment-plants-across-the-us  
16 https://apnews.com/article/climate-change-flood-risks-infrastructure-vermont-
7bd953f513035468ee74f8f7c619bb8e] (picture captions: Joe Gaudiana, the Ludlow, VT. Chief Water and Sewer 
Operator, left, surveys damage with Elijah Lemieux, of the Vermont Rural Water Association, at the wastewater 
treatment plant following July flooding, Wednesday, Aug. 2, 2023, in Ludlow. (AP Photo/Charles Krpa)) 

https://vtdigger.org/2023/07/18/total-destruction-flooding-knocks-out-johnsons-wastewater-plant-disrupts-operations-elsewhere/
https://vtdigger.org/2023/07/18/total-destruction-flooding-knocks-out-johnsons-wastewater-plant-disrupts-operations-elsewhere/
https://www.vermontpublic.org/local-news/2023-08-10/ludlow-vermont-rising-flood-risks-threaten-many-water-and-sewage-treatment-plants-across-the-us
https://www.vermontpublic.org/local-news/2023-08-10/ludlow-vermont-rising-flood-risks-threaten-many-water-and-sewage-treatment-plants-across-the-us
https://apnews.com/article/climate-change-flood-risks-infrastructure-vermont-7bd953f513035468ee74f8f7c619bb8e
https://apnews.com/article/climate-change-flood-risks-infrastructure-vermont-7bd953f513035468ee74f8f7c619bb8e


The wastewater treatment plant in Johnson, Vermont was similarly devastated with the 
Assistant Plant Manager reporting to a local news outlet, “’Total destruction. The only thing we 
have left is the shell of a building.’” 17   

According to officials from Vermont DEC, both the Ludlow and Johnson WWTSs had some flood 
protections in place prior to this event: Ludlow built a new influent pump station designed to 
withstand a 500-year flood event in 2020-21.18 While its plant was rendered inoperable 
immediately after the early July flood, it came back on-line in late July. For the Johnson 
Wastewater Treatment Plant, this was the 6th flooding event at the plant since it was built in 
1995. In the assessment that occurred by state and federal officials after the most recent flood, 
long-term recommendations ranged from more minor fixes (i.e., replacing the gravity line with 
a pump station and force main) to undertaking an assessment that would compare the cost of 
moving the facility against the already-significant cost of just repair and construction, estimated 
to be at least $2 million.19 As the officials emphasized, short of relocating, or finding significant 
additional resources, for some of Vermont’s impacted facilities, there are no easy fixes and 
future adaptations might mean preparing “to-go bags,” and installing “redundant pipes,” 
submersible pumps, waterproof electrical boxes or, in some cases, possibly building a second 
story on an existing plant.    

Even more recently, in September 2023 the City of Leominster in central Massachusetts 
experienced a flash flooding event.20 Previously, the city had identified a riverbank section of 
the North Nashua River, near the WWTS, that had eroded and was continuing to be eroded and 
was heading towards a buried sewer main. As detailed in the summary of work report,21 “[l]eft 
unabated, the stream would likely carve a new path into the sewer line, potentially causing a 
break.” To mitigate this potential problem, the city completed a riverbank stabilization project 
under FEMA’s Hazard Mitigation Grant Program to protect the main sewer line that was 
identified as vulnerable to flooding and failure. That line was unimpacted by the recent flash 
flooding in September and the stabilization work is still intact while other infrastructure in the 
area suffered significant flood damages. In addition to illustrating the potential impacts of a 
recent flooding event on a WWTF, this example - of identifying a risk to increased flooding and 
consequent mitigation measure - exemplifies the process that EPA envisions for the Adaptation 
Plan. 

EPA acknowledges and appreciates that many WWTSs and sewer systems are currently 
designed with some flood protections to combat the increasing frequency of major storm and 

 
17Robinson, Shaun, ”Total Destruction: “Flooding Knocks Out Johnson’s Wastewater Plant, Disrupts Operations 
Elsewhere” (July 18, 2023); https://vtdigger.org/2023/07/18/total-destruction-flooding-knocks-out-johnsons-
wastewater-plant-disrupts-operations-elsewhere/  
18 Telephone conversation with Vermont Department of Conservation officials, Heather Collins and Michelle Kolb 
(September 25, 2023).  
19 Johnson Village Wastewater Post July 2023 Flood Treatment Plant Assessment Lamoille County, Vermont, NPDES 
Permit Number Vermont 0100901 (August 9, 2023) 
20 Derrick Bryson Taylor and Johnny Diaz, “Massachusetts Cities Declare Emergency After ‘Catastrophic’ Flash 
Flooding” https://www.nytimes.com/2023/09/12/us/leominster-massachusetts-flash-flooding.html  
21 City of Leominster, North Nashua River Riverbank Stabilization Project: Summary of Work (prepared by GZA 
GeoEnvironmental, Inc.) (February 2023) 

https://vtdigger.org/2023/07/18/total-destruction-flooding-knocks-out-johnsons-wastewater-plant-disrupts-operations-elsewhere/
https://vtdigger.org/2023/07/18/total-destruction-flooding-knocks-out-johnsons-wastewater-plant-disrupts-operations-elsewhere/
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/09/12/us/leominster-massachusetts-flash-flooding.html


flood events and the resulting impacts to wastewater treatment systems and sewer systems. To 
address the current and future risks associated with these more frequent and intense storms 
occuring in the region, EPA finds that the development of an Adaptation Plan is necessary in 
order to ensure the proper operation and maintenance of WWTSs and sewer systems. 

B. Requirement to Develop an Adaptation Plan  

To support the Permittee’s22 development of an Adaptation Plan, EPA Region 1 has developed a 
companion document: Recommended Procedures and Resources for the Development of 
Adaptation Plans (“Recommended Procedures”)23 to assist owners and operators of 
wastewater treatment systems and/or sewer systems to develop adaptation plans that meet 
the requirements included in Region 1 NPDES permits. The document provides 
recommendations and procedures for the use of a free EPA tool developed specifically for 
water utilities. Permittees may use the recommended tool and the associated procedures, or 
they may use other approaches providing comparable analyses, as discussed in more detail 
below, to satisfy permit requirements.  

In the permit, the three components of the Adaptation Plan include the following (additional 
detail, including definitions of certain terms, is included in the permit): 

• Component #1: Requires the Permittee to develop and sign, within 24 months of the 
effective date of the permit, an identification of critical assets and related operations 
within the WWTS and/or sewer system which they own and/or operate that are most 
vulnerable to major storm and flood events under baseline and future conditions and to 
assess the ability of each to function properly in the event of major storm and flood 
events in terms of effluent flow, sewer flow, and discharges of pollutants;    
 

• Component #2: Requires the Permittee to develop and sign, within 36 months of the 
effective date of the permit, an assessment of adaptive measures, and/or, if 
appropriate, the combination of adaptative measures that minimize the impact of 
future conditions on the critical assets and related operations of the WWTS and/or 
sewer system(s); and  
 

• Component #3: Requires the Permittee to submit a summary of the work completed in 
Components #1 and #2 with a proposed schedule for implementation and maintenance 
of adaptive measures within 48 months of the effective date of the permit. 

 

The rationale for specific revisions and definitions is provided in more detail below.  

• The permit requires the Permittee to develop an implementation schedule rather than 
specify a particular schedule for implementation. EPA notes that the permit also 

 
22 For brevity, this document refers to “Permittee” throughout; however, this reference also includes all “Co-
Permittee(s)” subject to the applicable permit requirements.     
23 Available at:  https://www.epa.gov/npdes-permits/npdes-water-permit-program-new-england 

https://www.epa.gov/npdes-permits/npdes-water-permit-program-new-england


requires that the Permittee report annually on “any progress made toward 
implementation of adaptive measures.” This leaves the Permittee free to evaluate other 
considerations when determining when and how to implement adaptive measures. EPA 
encourages Permittees to move forward with implementation actions that address the 
vulnerabilities identified as part of its Adaptation Plan in as timely a manner as possible 
and to prioritize addressing the most impactful vulnerabilities.24  
 

• Permittees who wish to comply with this permit requirement through prior assessments 
must explain how its prior assessments specifically meet the requirements of the 
permit. The permit allows such assessments that were undertaken in the last 5 years to 
be used, as long as they meet certain conditions specified in the permit. 

 
• EPA uses certain minimum standards (e.g., use of FEMA Flood Standards) and other 

terminology that is defined in and consistent with the federal flood standards, to ensure 
eligibility for federal funding as well as SRF funding.25 The permit requires that the 
Permittee evaluate asset vulnerability using “baseline conditions” and “future 
conditions.” The permit defines baseline conditions as the 100-year flood based on 
historical records and future conditions as projected flood elevations using one of two 
approaches consistent with the federal flood standards. 
 
This clearly defines what minimum conditions must be used to assess vulnerability 
under the Adaptation Plan, and EPA has provided tools and data references a Permittee 
may use to evaluate these conditions and meet the permit requirements. The flood 
elevations specified account for many of the storm and flood conditions; however, EPA 
notes that these data may not account for all potential instances of extreme 
precipitation. Currently, data sets or mapping tools that model changes to flood 
elevations in response to varying storm sizes are not readily available or simple to use. 
Therefore, EPA is not requiring facilities to identify or use such data in their analysis. 
However, EPA notes that there may be site-specific data available for use in a given 
municipality, and EPA encourages facilities to consider impacts from site-specific events 
for planning purposes if possible. One or more of the resources provided in the 
Recommended Procedures document, referenced above, may also account for impacts 
of extreme precipitation to an extent that is useful to facilities. 

 

 
24 EPA notes that there are many aspects involved in addressing adaptation planning and associated 
implementation measures, including regional considerations and that region-wide planning is appropriate. 
Permittees are encouraged to engage in regional planning and EPA understands this may impact proposed 
schedules for implementation measures. EPA expects, however, that for most Permittees there will be many 
implementation measures that do not require regional planning or collaboration. To the extent this is not the case, 
the Permittee may document its analysis supporting such a conclusion and base its implementation schedule 
accordingly. 
25 “Re-Instatement of Federal Flood Risk Management Standard for State Revolving Fund Programs,” Thompkins, 
Anita Maria and Stein, Raffael to Water Division Directors (April, 2022) https://www.epa.gov/dwsrf/federal-flood-
risk-management-standard-srf-programs 



• The permit requires evaluating the vulnerability of assets once during the permit term 
(during the development of the Adaptation Plan). Additional revisions of the Adaptation 
Plan during the permit term would only be required during the permit term if there has 
been a significant change to the infrastructure of the system to update the description 
of the assets removed or updated, to incorporate any new assets into the 
documentation, and describe any effects these changes have on the asset and/or 
system vulnerability.  
 

• In light of security concerns posed by the public release of information regarding 
vulnerabilities to wastewater infrastructure, Permittees are not required to submit 
Component 1 and 2 and instead must keep that documentation on file and available for 
inspection or review by EPA upon request. In all other submittals (Component 3 and 
future annual reports), the Permittee shall provide information only at a level of 
generality that indicates the overall nature of the vulnerability but omitting specific 
information regarding such vulnerability that could pose a security risk. 

 
• Regarding timing, EPA considers that the permit allows adequate time to initiate the 

necessary funding and procurement processes (which EPA understands must line-up 
with local requirements which can take place over many months or even years) in order 
to develop the plans (either in-house or through professional engineering services) 
without significantly impacting other ongoing municipal projects.  
 

• Regarding annual reporting, the first report is due on March 31 following the 
completion of Component 1 of the Adaptation Plan. As described above, flood and 
major storm events are a significant threat to water quality. An annual reporting 
requirement is therefore appropriate to facilitate Adaptation Planning and, ideally, the 
implementation of an Adaptation Plan occurring as promptly and as efficiently as 
possible. 

 
• Regarding the cost of developing the Adaptation Plan, there are costs and other 

resources that Permittees must allocate to comply with all permit requirements. EPA 
considers proper operation and maintenance of the WWTS as well as the collection 
system to include addressing major storm and flood events that would impair operation 
of the system. EPA acknowledges that the Permittee will incur costs and other potential 
resource expenditures to develop a plan related to these events but considers these 
expenditures to be necessary in order to prevent impacts during such events (e.g., 
bypass, upset or failure of the WWTS, overflow, or increased inflow and infiltration in 
the sewer system, and discharges of pollutants that exceed effluent limits), which would 
adversely affect human health or the environment.  
 
However, EPA appreciates the regulated community’s concerns regarding costs as 
described below.  
 



1. In order to minimize costs and provide additional clarity to Permittees, EPA has 
developed a companion document, Recommended Procedures and Resources for the 
Development of Adaptation Plans for Wastewater Treatment Systems and/or Sewer 
Systems, (“Recommended Procedures”), which a Permittee could elect to use to 
guide it through development of the Adaptation Plan. The document instructs 
Permittees on the use of EPA’s CREAT tool, which is free to use by Permittees and 
will help Permittees navigate through much of the analysis needed to develop an 
Adaptation Plan. It is EPA’s intention that a Permittee could use these tools to 
develop an Adaptation Plan in an effort to reduce costs and possibly to eliminate or 
reduce the need to hire external contractors.  
 

2. As mentioned above, the permit that allows credit for prior work to eliminate 
potentially costly duplication of efforts.  

 
3. It is EPA’s intention to provide Permittees with technical assistance for the 

development of the Adaptation Plan. EPA has many on-line training tools, 26 some of 
which have been utilized by New England WWTSs27 and EPA offered a New England-
based virtual workshop training series for WWTS operators and others on the use of 
the CREAT tool. The training took place in March 2024 and was recorded to 
maximize its utility for those who may want to access the information at a later 
date.28 EPA also plans to offer ongoing technical assistance on the use of the CREAT 
tool. In recommending Permittees use this tool and by providing procedures for 
using it, EPA hopes to both enable Permittees to develop robust Adaptation Plans 
themselves, but also to reduce the costs, including the costs associated with outside 
contractors.  

 
4. Additionally, EPA notes that there may be federal, state or local funding sources 

available to assist entities with adaptation planning.29  
 

• With regards to the cost of implementing adaptation measures, the selection and 
deadlines for implementing specific adaptation measures are not included as 
requirements in the permit since those will only be known after the completion of the 
Adaptation Plan. EPA expects that the Permittee will begin implementation of those 
measures in the coming years. However, since the Permittee will be setting the 
prioritizations and scheduling for implementing the measures based on their own risks 

 
26 https://www.epa.gov/crwu/training-and-engagement-center; see also, the Resources Section in the 
Recommended Procedures for additional resources that Permittees might find useful.   
27 See https://toolkit.climate.gov/sites/default/files/Manchester-by-the-Sea_March_2016.pdf; ]; see also, the 
Resources Section of the Recommended Procedures document for more New England case studies and other 
useful resources.  
28 The training recordings will soon be available on EPA's website at: https://www.epa.gov/npdes-permits/npdes-
water-permit-program-new-england. 
29 See EPA’s website for Federal Funding for Water and Wastewater Utilities in National Disasters (Fed FUNDS). 
https://www.epa.gov/fedfunds. Potential resources may also be available through the State.              

https://www.epa.gov/crwu/training-and-engagement-center
https://toolkit.climate.gov/sites/default/files/Manchester-by-the-Sea_March_2016.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/npdes-permits/npdes-water-permit-program-new-england
https://www.epa.gov/npdes-permits/npdes-water-permit-program-new-england
https://www.epa.gov/fedfunds


and vulnerabilities to major storm and flood events, they may incorporate affordability 
and funding availability into their considerations.  
 
EPA notes, that in developing the Adaptation Plan, the Permittee may, as part of the 
process, be comparing the potential economic costs of the baseline condition, or “no 
action alternative,” with those of possible adaptation measures, under current and 
predicted risks of major storm and flood events. This option is available in the use of the 
adaptation planning approach as outlined in the companion document to this permit 
entitled Recommended Procedures and Resources for the Development of Adaptation 
Plans for Wastewater Treatment Systems and/or Sewer Systems.30 Depending on site-
specific circumstances, the Permittee may find that the cost of not implementing 
adaptation measures is greater than the cost of implementing them.  

C. Legal Authority 

The Adaptation Plan permit conditions are necessary to further the overarching goal of the 
CWA31 “to restore and maintain the chemical, physical, and biological integrity of the Nation’s 
waters” and derive from the same authorities as all other standard operation and maintenance 
requirements. CWA § 101(a), 40 C.F.R. §§ 122.41(d), (e), (n). The Adaptation Plan requirements 
are an iterative update to EPA’s standard O&M permit provisions and intend to address serious 
and increasingly prevalent threats to Permittees’ compliance with permit effluent limitations. 
As illustrated by the recent examples detailed in Section A, major storm and flood events can 
gravely impact discharges from WWTSs and thus water quality. That is, plant and/or sewer 
system failure due to storms, increased precipitation/floods, storm surge, and sea level rise can 
and do lead to bypasses, upsets, and violations of some or all of the permit limits, including 
water quality-based limits and limits based on secondary treatment standards. The Adaptation 
Plan is designed to reduce and/or eliminate noncompliant discharges that result from impacts 
of major storm or flood events through advanced planning and adaptation measures and is 
authorized by both EPA regulations and the CWA.   

EPA recognizes that larger scale planning may be necessary to address some issues and that 
requiring the same would be beyond the scope of this NPDES permit. This NPDES permit does 
not intend to address all issues caused by major storm and flood events. To the contrary, the 
Adaptation Plan O&M requirements intend to address one specific issue that EPA has witnessed 
in New England, as described in Section A: the operability of the WWTS and/or sewer system 
during and after major storm and flood events. This issue is appropriate for an NPDES permit 
because it is central to the Permittee’s compliance with the Permit’s effluent limitations and 
other Permit conditions, and thus central to EPA’s obligation to issue permits that assure 

 
30 Available at:  https://www.epa.gov/npdes-permits/npdes-water-permit-program-new-england 
31 Congress has recently expressly affirmed that natural hazard adaptation measures for POTWs appropriately fall 
within the scope of the CWA: Congress added section 223 to the CWA via the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs 
Act, creating a grant program to support, inter alia, “the modification or relocation of an existing publicly owned 
treatment works, conveyance, or discharge system component that is at risk of being significantly impaired or 
damaged by a natural hazard[ ].” Pub. L. 117-58, 135 Stat. 1162 (codified at 33 U.S.C. § 1302a(c)(4))(2021). 
 

https://www.epa.gov/npdes-permits/npdes-water-permit-program-new-england


compliance with Water Quality Standards and other applicable laws. For the reasons described 
in this Section, EPA is well within its CWA-based authority to impose the Adaptation Plan 
requirements. 

EPA’s O&M regulations authorize EPA to impose the Adaptation Plan requirement. 40 C.F.R. § 
122.41(e) (“Proper operation and maintenance. The Permittee shall at all times properly 
operate and maintain all facilities and systems of treatment and control (and related 
appurtenances) which are installed or used by the Permittee to achieve compliance with the 
conditions of this permit.”) Proper operation and maintenance of the permitted facilities and 
systems inherently includes adaptation planning. As illustrated in the examples in Section A, if a 
WWTS is unable to operate properly as designed due to impacts from a major storm or flood 
event, the discharge of pollutants in violation of both its permit and applicable water quality 
standards is highly likely to occur and with increasing frequency. In other words, the Permittee 
cannot satisfy its obligation to operate properly “at all times” if it cannot do so during and after 
major storms or flooding events. The new Adaptation Plan requirements are an iterative 
extension of the previous permit’s requirements that “The permittee will maintain an ongoing 
preventative maintenance program to prevent overflows and bypasses caused by malfunctions 
or failures of the sewer system infrastructure.” Major storm and flood events represent an 
increasing cause of WWTS malfunctions and failures and thus EPA added the Adaptation Plan 
requirements to the O&M requirements to more specifically address this issue.  

 

EPA is well within its CWA-based authority to include these permit conditions which are 
necessary to reduce the frequency or likelihood of bypass or upset and otherwise achieve 
compliance with the permit’s effluent limits, and thus also assure compliance with water quality 
standards and other CWA requirements. CWA § 402(a)(2) (“[EPA] shall prescribe conditions for 
[NPDES] permits to assure compliance with the [applicable CWA] requirements…as he deems 
appropriate.”); CWA §§ 301(b)(1)(C), 401(a)(1)-(2); see also 40 C.F.R. § 122.4(d) ("No permit 
may be issued… When the imposition of conditions cannot ensure compliance with the 
applicable water quality requirements of all affected States”); See also 40 C.F.R. § 122.44(d)(1). 
The provisions are reasonable measures rooted in the permitting requirements to properly 
operate and maintain all facilities and the duty to take all reasonable steps to minimize or 
prevent any discharge in violation of the permit. 40 C.F.R. § 122.41(d), (e).  

The Agency relied on the same CWA-based authority when it promulgated the O&M 
regulations: 

Many commenters expressed doubt whether EPA is legally authorized to require proper 
operation and maintenance of facilities. This requirement is clearly authorized for 
NPDES permittees by section 402(a)(2) of CWA which requires the Administrator to 
prescribe permit conditions which will assure compliance with the requirements of CWA 
section 402(a)(1). 

45 Fed. Reg. 33290, 33303-04 (May 19, 1980). In 1980 and now, the proper operation and 
maintenance of a facility – including the Adaptation Plan requirements – effectuates the permit 



limits on all addressed pollutants and protects all applicable water quality standards, as they 
assure that such limits will be met, even in times of major storms or during flood events. CWA § 
402(a)(2). It is well-established that EPA may include specific permit conditions that ensure the 
preconditions or assumptions underlying EPA’s pollutant effluent flow calculations remain 
constant, thus ensuring the permit, as a whole, assures compliance with WQS and other 
applicable CWA requirements. See In re: City of Lowell, 2020 WL 3629979 at *35,18 E.A.D. 115, 
156 (EAB 2020) (affirming effluent flow limit as a proper exercise of the Agency’s 40 C.F.R. § 
122.41(e) authority in part on the basis that the permit’s pollutant effluent limits were 
calculated based on a presumed maximum wastewater effluent discharge from the facility, and 
thus “If flow limits exceed the assumed maximum flow, … then the Region may have 
erroneously concluded that a pollutant did not have a reasonable potential to cause or 
contribute to an exceedance of water quality standards or that the permit’s pollutant effluent 
limits assure compliance with Massachusetts’ water quality standards.”) Likewise, the Adaptive 
Plan O&M requirements ensure the basic, necessary preconditions (i.e., the plant’s operability) 
to compliance with the permit’s effluent limits and other requirements of the CWA. Given the 
importance of WWTS and sewer system operability to compliance with this NPDES permit, it is 
not unreasonable for EPA to impose the Adaptation Plan O&M requirements. C.f. In re Avon 
Custom Mixing Services, Inc., 17 E.A.D. 700, 709 (EAB 2002) (“Given the importance of 
monitoring to the integrity of NPDES permits, and the broad authority the CWA confers on the 
Region to impose monitoring requirements in NPDES permits, it does not strike us as 
unreasonable that the Region has decided to include new monitoring requirements in the 
reissued permit.”) 

The EAB has affirmed the Agency’s authority to require the preparation and submission of a 
plan as part of the Operation & Maintenance requirements of an NPDES permit. In Re City of 
Moscow, Idaho, 10 E.A.D. 135, 169-172 (EAB 2001) (affirming O&M permit provision that 
required development and submission of a quality assurance project plan,“[t]he primary 
purpose of [which] shall be to assist in planning for the collection and analysis of samples in 
support of the permit…”32 under the O&M regulations, stating “it seems plain that the CWA and 
its implementing regulations authorize the Region to include permit requirements like the 
QAPP here in conjunction with the ultimate goal of assuring compliance with the CWA.”). Like 
the O&M planning requirement in Moscow, the primary purpose of the Adaptation Plan in this 
permit is to assist in planning for compliance with the permit – in this instance, by ensuring the 
facility remains operable even during flooding or other major storm events – and the ultimate 
goal of the requirement is to assure compliance with the CWA.  

40 C.F.R. § 122.41(d) also authorizes EPA to impose the Adaptation Plan requirement. (“Duty to 
mitigate. The Permittee shall take all reasonable steps to minimize or prevent any discharge or 
sludge use or disposal in violation of this permit which has a reasonable likelihood of adversely 
affecting human health or the environment.”) It is a reasonable step for EPA to require a 
Permittee to create an Adaptation Plan to minimize facility disruptions during major storm and 
flood events. For example, if a Permittee identifies that an asset critical to its WWTS is 

 
32 NPDES Permit issued to City of Moscow, Idaho, Part I.E (March 12, 1999) (available at: 
https://www2.deq.idaho.gov/admin/LEIA/api/document/download/15509) 

https://www2.deq.idaho.gov/admin/LEIA/api/document/download/15509


extremely vulnerable to a major storm and that loss of the asset would result in the 
inoperability of the WWTS and thus discharges in violation of permit limits, then mitigating 
those risks reasonably minimizes or prevents harmful discharges in violation of the permit.  

EPA also has broad authority for data and information collection, reporting, and “such other 
requirements as [the delegated permit authority] deems appropriate” to carry out the 
objectives of the Act.” CWA § 402(a)(2). See also In re Moscow, 10 E.A.D. at 171. Components 1 
and 2 of the Adaptation Plan require the Permittee to collect and report to EPA data and 
information that are appropriate to carry out the objectives of the CWA. This information and 
data will allow the Permittee to identify assets which are vulnerable to flooding and adaptive 
measures appropriate to address those vulnerabilities. As described elsewhere in this Appendix, 
facility vulnerabilities threaten compliance with permit requirements and thus CWA objectives. 
Conversely, information about appropriate adaptive measures will facilitate compliance with 
both.  

EPA notes that although the CWA limits the terms of NPDES permits to five years, CWA § 
402(b)(1)(B), such a limitation does not logically constrain the permitting authority from 
requiring the Permittee to consider future conditions beyond the five-year term. EPA expects 
Permittees to fully comply with the Adaptation Plan provision within the five-year term of the 
permit, meaning it does not impose any obligations on the Permittee beyond the five-year 
permit term. One directly relevant example for WWTSs are Combined Sewer Overflow Long-
Term Control Plans (LTCPs). The CSO Policy, 59 Fed. Reg. 18688 (April 19, 1994), which Congress 
expressly incorporated directly into the CWA at § 402(q), requires the development of LTCPs to 
ultimately come into compliance with the Act, recognizing that such schedules will (and have) in 
many instances span multiple permit terms. That Congress directly amended the CWA to 
require compliance with the CSO Policy, including its long-term permitting approaches, 
demonstrates that the Act does not constrain permitting authorities from considering 
timeframes outside of the five-year permit term. Another example of permissible permit 
timeframes that extend beyond the five-year permit term are compliance schedules, which may 
go beyond the expiration date of the permit if consistent with applicable state law. See In Re 
Moscow, 10 E.A.D. at 153 (“…a Region’s authority to provide for compliance schedules in EPA-
issued permits is limited to those circumstances in which the State’s water quality standards or 
its implementing regulations ‘can be fairly construed as authorizing a schedule of 
compliance.’”) (citations omitted). The WWTS Adaptation Plan reasonably also requires 
consideration of long-term horizons as the planning and actions needed to address increasing 
major storms and flood events will be in many instances long-term as well. 

Further, EPA does not consider the expected life or design life the appropriate recurrence 
interval to evaluate future risks. Namely, while a particular facility can be designed initially for 
an expected period of operation and the design storm at a given point in time, material changes 
often occur over time to operate and maintain a facility, thus extending its design life, and with 
the impacts of increased severity and frequency of major storm and flood events, the original 
design storm may no longer represent likely discharge conditions. EPA asserts that a forward-
looking evaluation of the risks to a facility relative to its current operational state is important 



to selection and implementation of the control measures necessary to minimize discharges that 
result from impacts of major storm and flood events.  

EPA acknowledges that there are many possible approaches and that there are other programs 
that require resiliency planning. However, because adaptation planning is a critical step in 
complying with the permit’s effluent limitations, EPA has determined that it is appropriate to 
include the Adaptation Plan requirements in the permit itself even if similar requirements also 
derive from other obligations. Major storm and flood events are of urgent concern, and EPA 
does not believe it would be sufficient to rely entirely on non-Permit obligations to address 
these threats to the proper operation and maintenance of WWTSs and/or sewer systems, 
especially because not all Permittees may otherwise be obligated to engage in adaptation 
planning, or may not be required to do so at this time. EPA has determined that planning for 
major storm and flood events must be done by all facilities now to avoid negative impacts. In 
recognition of the fact that Permittees may complete similar assessments to satisfy other 
obligations, the permit allows the Permittee to use qualifying assessments done for other 
programs or obligations to satisfy some or all of the components of the Adaptation Plan 
requirements. EPA considers its approach to be appropriate and reasonable to ensure 
consistent operation and maintenance of permitted facilities. Therefore, EPA will require 
Adaptation Plans be developed under NPDES permits for all wastewater treatment plants in 
Massachusetts and New Hampshire. 
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