
Stormwater Management
Information Regarding

Illicit Discharges
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What is an illicit discharge?

The EPA defines an illicit discharge as any 
discharge to the municipal separate storm 
sewer system (MS4) that is not composed 
entirely of stormwater, except for 
discharges allowed under a NPDES permit 
or waters used for firefighting operations.

Since the University holds a MS4 permit, 
it’s required to have an illicit discharge 
detection and elimination program.

The University’s program can be found on 
the MS4 page of this website
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Where do illicit discharges come from?

These non-stormwater discharges occur 
due to illegal connections to the storm 
drain system from business or commercial 
establishments. Illicit connections may be 
intentional or may be unknown and often 
are due to the connection of floor drains to 
the storm sewer system.

Additional sources of illicit discharges can 
be failing septic systems, illegal dumping 
practices, and the improper disposal of 
sewage from recreational practices such as 
boating or camping.
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PaDEP under the MS4 permit even considers 
grass clippings and leaf litter illicit discharges 

if placed in the storm system.
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Why do illicit discharges matter?

As a result of these illicit connections, 
contaminated wastewaters enter into
storm drains or directly into local 
waters before receiving treatment from 
a wastewater treatment plant.

The result is untreated discharges that 
contribute high levels of pollutants, 
including heavy metals, toxins, oil and 
grease, solvents, nutrients, viruses, and 
bacteria to receiving waterbodies, 
which degrade receiving water quality 
and threaten aquatic, wildlife, and 
human health.
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The rule of thumb is if it doesn’t fall from the sky
as precipitation, its not allowed into the storm system.
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What are some examples of non-stormwater 
discharges that are permitted?
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1. Discharges or flows from firefighting activities.
2. Discharges from potable water sources including water line flushing and 

fire hydrant flushing, if such discharges do not contain detectable 
concentrations of Total Residual Chlorine (TRC).

3. Non-contaminated irrigation water, water from lawn maintenance, 
landscape drainage and flows from riparian habitats and wetlands.

4. Diverted stream flows and springs.
5. Non-contaminated pumped ground water and water from foundation and 

footing drains and crawl space pumps.
6. Non-contaminated HVAC condensation and water from geothermal 

systems.
7. Residential (i.e., not commercial) vehicle wash water where cleaning agents 

are not utilized.
8. Non-contaminated hydrostatic test water discharges, if such discharges do 

not contain detectable concentrations of TRC.



Where can I find out more information?
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Complete EPA IDDE fact Sheet: http://www.epa.gov/npdes/pubs/fact2-5.pdf
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The University is required check for illicit discharges 
during dry periods.  The University has  found several utility 

line breaks during these inspections.
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The University has tested almost every drain in its building. 
Some sanitary type drains have been found to discharge into the 

storm and have been corrected, plugged, or had signs posted.
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If sinks are marked as being cross connected to the 
storm system, nothing may be placed down them except 

clean water.  These are water source only sinks.
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Faculty and staff sometimes run hoses or pipes to storm 
inlets.  Even potable water can’t be directed to an inlet if it 

contains any detectable residual chlorine or other pollutant.
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If you’re in an older building where the floor drain is 
posted as going to the storm system, or you simply know it does, 

then utility blow downs like this can be an illicit discharge.
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If roof top utilities have chemicals added to them, then 
blow downs or intentional releases are illicit discharges.
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Cleaning roof top equipment such as cooling 
towers without neutralizing cleaning chemicals 

can result in an illicit discharge.
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Pool water can’t be drained to the ground or the storm 
system even if its dechlorinated.  It must be drained slowly 

to the sanitary sewer system. 
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Large stormwater vaults are frequently required to be
tested for water tightness using the University’s potable water.  

They must also be dechlorinated and tested before discharging.
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Washing out garbage cans into a storm drain inlet is 
prohibited, regardless of how clean you think they are.
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Washing out small containers into a storm drain inlet is 
prohibited, even if only has minimal “juice” in the bottom.
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Dumping mop buckets, rinsing out paint cans or 
brushes into an inlet is also prohibited and may 

result in an environmental cleanup.
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The EPA even considers all of these examples to be illicit discharges.
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The washing of any vehicles on University property is 
prohibited unless it occurs at a specifically designed wash facility.
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Any chemicals that drain to the storm system must be checked 
to ensure they are not considered an illicit discharge.
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Never rake leaves over inlets, into swales or into the road gutters
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Discharging chlorinated water or other pollutants 
down storm drains can result in fish kills and other adverse 

affects.  Always know for sure where a drain discharges.
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Fluids from vehicular accidents need to be cleaned up,
removed from the site and properly disposed, which includes 

absorbent material.  Significant spills may require a Hazmat cleanup.
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Help educate others about illicit discharges.
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If you observe a problem that is an emergency that may result in the loss 
of life or property, please call 911.

If you observe a suspected illicit discharge, or would like to report 
another type of stormwater related problem that needs immediate 

attention, please contact the Office of Physical Plant Service Desk at 
(814) 865-4731.  The Service desk is staffed 24 hours every day.
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If you see a problem, who do you notify?



If you’re being directed to do something you know is 
wrong, you can anonymously report it on the PSU website.
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Thanks for taking the time to view this presentation

If you would like additional information or have questions, comments, or 
suggestions, or for questions regarding the University’s stormwater 

program contact Larry Fennessey, the University’s stormwater operations 
engineer, at (814) 863-8743, or email: laf8@psu.edu
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