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An Introduction to the Chicago
Area’s Combined Sewer Systems

Metropolitan Water Reclamation District of Greater Chicago









Why do our sewers overflow into waterways?

They were designed that way. Most local sewers in the Chicago area (and in
other older cities around the world) were built over 100 years ago, before
wastewater treatment existed. They were designed to drain sanitary flow
and a limited amount of stormwater directly to the river.

Most of these local sewers are required to carry much more water today
than they did when they were first put into service, and as a consequence,
they can exceed their flow capacity, causing backups.

Early Chicago Area Sewers

Less Rainfall More Open Space
Rainstorms were generally less Water was allowed to pool
intense than the record-breaking and gradually soak into the
storms the Chicago area has seen in ground in open areas that

recent years. are now developed.




What is the purpose of the “Deep Tunnel,” or
TARP (Tunnel and Reservoir Plan)?

The MWRD's Tunnel and Reservoir Plan (TARP) or “Deep Tunnel” system is de-
signed to reduce flooding and pollution caused by combined sewer overflows.

TARP tunnels act like very large intercepting sewers, capturing the excess
flow from the combined sewers before it can reach the waterway. Excess
flow is stored in the tunnels but will also be sent to the large storage res-
ervoirs. The “tunnels” portion of TARP was completed in 2006 and is fully
operational. The “reservoir” portion of TARP is currently under construction.
The stormwater captured by TARP is eventually pumped to the MWRD water
reclamation plants for treatment.

Without TARP, this excess flow
would have overflowed into the
waterway. Instead, it is directed
into the tunnel system and
eventually pumped to an MWRD
water reclamation plant for
treatment.

taken note of this and
have undertaken similar deep
tunnel projects to reduce com-
bined sewer overflows.
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What causes sewer backups?

Backups are usually caused by insufficient flow capacity
at some point in a sewer system. The system cannot drain

as quickly as it is being filled.

One way to understand the concept of flow capacity and the difference
between normal sewer flow and a sewer backup is to imagine a kitchen sink

being filled with water.

Normal Flow

If the faucet is turned on and there are
no obstructions in the sink, the water
flows into the sink and exits through
the drain. The flow from the faucet is
slow enough for the drain to keep up,
and as a result the water never spills
over the edge of the sink.

Backup

If the faucet is still turned on and you
quickly pour a large pan of water into
the sink, the drain can not empty the
sink as quickly as it is being filled and
the water level rises until it overflows.
This does not mean the sink or drain
is somehow defective; it only means
its flow capacity has been exceeded.




Downspouts
The home directs storm-

water from the roof into . Local Sewer
downspouts, which connect 1 The local sewer is not at
to the lateral. . capacity; the lateral is

3 freely emptying into it.
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