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Glossary
NOTE: Definitions are provided to help the reader understand the terms used throughout the Report. 
Many of these terms are defined in the Clean Water Act or EPA’s implementing regulations, which 
contain legally binding requirements. The definitions provided here are not intended to substitute for 
those legally binding definitions in the Clean Water Act or implementing regulations.

301(h) Waiver from Secondary Treatment for 
Marine Discharges

A modification of secondary treatment requirements 

for publicly owned wastewater treatment plants 

that discharge to marine waters as authorized under 

section 301(h) of the Clean Water Act. The 301(h) 

waiver requires monitoring and reporting to ensure 

that balanced, indigenous populations of biological 

communities are maintained in proximity to the 

discharge and to allow for recreational activities in 

and on the water.

advanced treatment

A level of treatment that is more stringent than 

secondary treatment or that produces a significant 

reduction in nonconventional or toxic pollutants 

present in the wastewater treated by a facility. See 

Appendix J, Table J-1, Category II.

ammonia

A water pollutant that dissolved water is toxic to 

fish and can be converted to nitrates, which are 

dangerous to humans.

asset management

A set of procedures and management practices 

designed to help wastewater treatment facilities 

optimize how resources are allocated to maintain 

infrastructure.

best management practice (BMP)

A practice or combination of practices determined 

to be an effective and practicable (including 

technological, economic, and institutional 

considerations) means of controlling point and 

nonpoint source pollutants at levels compatible with 

environmental quality goals.

brownfields

Land that might be contaminated by a hazardous 

substance or pollutant, which could complicate its 

expansion, redevelopment, or reuse. See Appendix J, 

Table J-1, Category VII-H.

capital investment

Money used to purchase fixed assets, such as land, 

machinery, or buildings, rather than used to cover a 

business’s day-to-day operating expenses.

capital renewal

Practices that sustain a current level of performance 

of the plant by implementing rehabilitation, 

refurbishing, or replacing capital assets to restore an 

asset, facility, or system to its original condition and 

function. Capital renewal does not include costs for 

routine operation and maintenance at wastewater 

treatment plants.

Clean Water State Revolving Fund (CWSRF)

A federally funded, State-managed revolving fund 

that provides low-cost financing for a wide variety 

of water quality projects including all types of 

nonpoint source, watershed protection or restoration, 

and estuary management projects, as well as more 

traditional municipal wastewater treatment projects.

clustered (community) system

A type of decentralized wastewater treatment system 

that is a combination of unit processes under some 

form of common ownership designed to collect 

wastewater from two or more dwellings or buildings 

and convey it to a treatment and dispersal system on 

a suitable site near the dwellings or buildings.
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combined sewer overflow (CSO)

The discharge of a mixture of stormwater and 

untreated wastewater that occurs when the capacity 

of a combined sewer system is exceeded during a 

rainstorm. See Appendix J, Table J-1, Category V.

combined sewer system

A sewer system designed to convey both domestic 

sanitary wastewater and stormwater.

Data Entry Portal (DEP)

The Internet-based data entry system used by States 

to submit needs and costs information to EPA for 

CWNS 2008.

decentralized wastewater treatment system

Onsite or clustered wastewater treatment systems 

used to treat and dispose of relatively small volumes 

of wastewater, usually from dwellings and businesses 

that are relatively close together. See Appendix J, 

Table J-1, Category XII.

disinfection

A wastewater treatment unit process or set of 

processes using chemicals (commonly chlorine, 

chloramine, or ozone) or a physical process (e.g., 

ultraviolet light) to kill microorganisms such as 

bacteria, viruses, and protozoa.

environmental management systems (EMS)

A set of processes and practices that enable an 

organization to reduce its environmental impacts 

and increase its operating efficiency.

facility

An entry into the CWNS DEP that identifies 

wastewater treatment, stormwater management, or 

decentralized wastewater treatment system needs 

and costs. Each facility includes a description of 

needs, costs, location, and other relevant technical 

information.

green infrastructure

An array of products, technologies, and practices 

that use natural systems—or engineered systems 

that mimic natural processes—to enhance overall 

environmental quality and provide utility services. 

Such techniques use soils and vegetation to recycle 

stormwater runoff and promote its infiltration and 

evapotranspiration.. Examples include green roofs, 

porous pavement, rain gardens, and vegetated 

swales. See Appendix J, Table J-1, Category VI-C.

hydromodification

Alteration of the hydrologic characteristics of 

coastal and noncoastal waters, which in turn 

could cause degradation of water resources. In 

the case of streams, it is the process whereby a 

stream channel or bank is eroded by flowing water. 

Hydromodification includes channelization and 

channel modification, dams, and stream bank/

shoreline erosion, which typically result in the 

suspension of sediments in the watercourse. See 

Appendix J, Table J-1, Category VII-K.

infiltration/inflow correction

Control of the problem of penetration into a sewer 

system of water other than wastewater from the 

ground through such means as defective pipes 

or manholes (infiltration) or from sources such as 

drains, storm sewers and other improper entries 

into the system (inflow). See Appendix J, Table J-1, 

Category III-A.

interceptor sewer

A major sewer line that receives wastewater flows 

from collector sewers. It carries wastewater directly 

to the treatment facility or to another interceptor. See 

Appendix J, Table J-1, Category IV-B.

municipal separate storm sewer system (MS4)

Any pipe, ditch, or gully—or a system of them—

that is owned or operated by a governmental entity 

and used exclusively for collecting and conveying 

stormwater. Domestic, industrial, and commercial 

sanitary sewage is collected and conveyed in 

separate systems.
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National Estuary Program

An EPA program established by Congress under 

section 320 of the Clean Water Act in 1987 

to improve the quality of estuaries of national 

importance. For selected estuaries, EPA is directed 

to develop plans for attaining or maintaining water 

quality. This includes protection of public water 

supplies and the protection and propagation of a 

balanced, indigenous population of shellfish, fish, 

and wildlife, and allows recreational activities, in and 

on water, requires that control of point and nonpoint 

sources of pollution to supplement existing controls 

of pollution.

National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System 
(NPDES)

A permit program established under section 402 of 

the Clean Water Act that controls water pollution by 

regulating point sources that discharge pollutants into 

waters of the United States. 

need

The unfunded capital costs of projects that address 

a water quality or water quality-related public health 

problem existing as of January 1, 2008, or expected 

to occur within the next 20 years.

new pipe needs

The cost estimate to construct, expand, or upgrade 

sewer collection systems for transporting wastewater 

to treatment facilities. See Appendix J, Table J-1, 

Categories IV-A and IV-B.

nitrogen

A nutrient that is found in fertilizer, animal waste, 

discharges from wastewater treatment plants, and 

overflow from septic systems and that, in high levels, 

causes harmful algal blooms and eutrophication in 

waterbodies.

non-discharging facility

A facility that does not discharge effluent to surface 

water but, instead, reuses effluent for beneficial 

purposes (e.g., spray irrigation, ground water 

recharge).

nontraditional Municipal Separate Storm Sewer 
System (MS4)

An MS4 regulated under the NPDES permit program 

and owned by nonmunicipal, public entities (e.g., 

universities, departments of transportation, prisons, 

school districts).

nonpoint source (NPS) pollution

Nonpoint source pollution, unlike pollution from, 

for example, industrial and sewage treatment plants, 

comes from many diffuse sources. NPS pollution 

is caused by rainfall or snowmelt moving over and 

through the ground. As the runoff moves, it picks 

up and carries away natural and human-made 

pollutants, finally depositing them into lakes, rivers, 

wetlands, coastal waters, and even our underground 

sources of drinking water. See Appendix J, Table J-1, 

Category VII.

official need

The unfunded capital costs of projects as of 

January 1, 2008 that (1) address a water quality 

or water quality-related public health problem 

existing as of January 1, 2008 or expected to occur 

within the next 20 years and  (2) meet the CWNS 

documentation requirements outlined in Chapter 1 

of this Report. Official Needs can only be reported 

in Categories I, II, III, IV, V, VI, and X.

onsite wastewater treatment system

A type of decentralized wastewater treatment system 

that is a combination of natural and mechanical 

processes designed to collect, treat, and disperse 

or reclaim wastewater from a single dwelling 

or building. Septic tanks and holding tanks are 

examples.

operation and maintenance (O&M)

The day-to-day activities and expenses necessary for 

an infrastructure system (e.g., pipes, equipment) to 

perform its intended function.
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other documented needs

Needs that met CWNS documentation 
requirements but are not defined in CWA 
section 516(b)(1)(B).

Phase I Municipal Separate Storm Sewer System 
(MS4)

An MS4 regulated under the NPDES Phase I permit 

program. Phase I permits are required for medium 

(population 100,000–249,999) and large (population 

250,000 or more) MS4s in incorporated places or 

counties with populations of 100,000 or more.

Phase II Municipal Separate Storm Sewer 
System (MS4)

An MS4 regulated under the NPDES Phase II permit 

program. Phase II permits are required for small 

MS4s (population 99,999 or less) in urbanized areas 

(UAs), as defined by the Bureau of the Census, and 

small MS4s outside a UA that are designated by 

NPDES permitting authorities.

phosphorus

A nutrient that is found in fertilizer, animal waste, 

discharges from wastewater treatment plants, and 

overflow from septic systems and that, in high levels, 

causes harmful algal blooms and eutrophication in 

waterbodies.

pipe repair

Reinforcement or reconstruction of structurally 

deteriorating sewers (beyond normal maintenance). 

See Appendix J, Table J-1, Category III-B.

point source pollution

Pollution that has a single point of origin or is 

introduced into a receiving stream through a specific 

outlet. Wastewater treatment plant outfalls and 

combined sewer overflow points of discharge are 

typical point sources of pollution.

project

An entry into the CWNS DEP that identifies NPS 

pollution control needs and costs. Each facility 

includes a description of needs, costs, location, and 

other relevant technical information.

recycled water distribution

Costs associated with conveyance of the recycled 

water (wastewater reused after removal of waste 

contributed by humans) and any associated 

rehabilitation or replacement needs. See Appendix J, 

Table J-1, Category X.

sanitary sewer

A municipal sewer designed to carry only domestic 

sanitary sewage and industrial wastes to a 

wastewater treatment plant.

sanitary sewer overflow (SSO)

A release from a separate sewer system of raw 

domestic sewage (and in some cases, pretreated 

industrial wastes) before it reaches the wastewater 

treatment facility.

secondary wastewater treatment

The minimum level of treatment that must be 

achieved for discharges from all municipal 

wastewater treatment facilities, except those facilities 

granted ocean discharge waivers under section 

301(h) of the Clean Water Act. Secondary treatment 

typically requires a treatment level that will produce 

an effluent quality of 30 milligrams per liter of 

both 5-day biochemical oxygen demand (BOD5) 

and total suspended solids, although secondary 

treatment levels required for some lagoon systems 

might be less stringent. In addition, the secondary 

treatment must remove 85 percent of BOD5 and 

total suspended solids from the influent wastewater, 

although adjustments allowing lower percentage 

removals are authorized in some circumstances. See 

Appendix J, Table J-1, Category I.
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separate sewer system/sanitary sewer system

A sewer system designed to exclude stormwater and 

convey only domestic, industrial, and commercial 

sanitary wastewater (and in some cases, pretreated 

industrial wastes).

silviculture

Care and cultivation of forest trees (e.g., forestry). See 

Appendix J, Table J-1, Category VII-C.

small community

A community with a population of fewer than 

10,000 people.

storm sewer

A sewer that carries only runoff from storm events.

stormwater

Precipitation from rain and snowmelt events 

that flows over land or impervious surfaces and 

accumulates debris, chemicals, sediment or other 

pollutants that could adversely affect water quality if 

it is discharged untreated. See Appendix J, Table J-1, 

Category VI.

unofficial cost estimates

Costs that are not included in EPA’s needs for the 

CWNS 2008 because they do not meet CWNS 

documentation criteria. Such estimates are entered 

for States’ purposes other than this Report, such as 

for State-level planning and communication with 

State legislatures and other groups involved with 

addressing and preventing water quality problems.

urbanized area (UA)

An urbanized area is a land area comprising one or 

more places—central place(s)—and the adjacent 

densely settled surrounding area—urban fringe—that 

together have a residential population of at least 

50,000 and an overall population density of at least 

1,000 people per square mile.

watershed

A geographic area in which water, sediments, and 

dissolved materials drain to a common outlet, 

typically a point on a larger stream, a lake, an 

underlying aquifer, an estuary, or an ocean. A 

watershed is sometimes referred to as the drainage 

basin of the receiving waterbody.




