
May 2020 

Rue du Luxembourg 47-51, 1050 Brussels, Belgium 
00 3 (0)2 7064080 - secretariat@eureau.org – www.eureau.org 

EurEau position paper on 
overflows from collecting 
systems 

Summary 
Sewer networks, referred to as collecting systems in the Urban Waste Water 
Treatment Directive, are a vital part of the urban environment across Europe. They 
provide drainage, which protects public health by conveying urine, faeces and 
associated pathogens far from dwellings, prevents the flooding of property and 
protects the water environment around urban areas. 

Today, many waste water service operators, represented by EurEau, are responsible 
for the design, construction, operation and maintenance of collecting systems. 
Historically, a wide variety of institutional and technical arrangements for collecting 
systems developed across European cities, making local level management of these 
necessary.  

On some occasions, combined systems, collecting both storm and waste water, will 
overflow into the water environment. They are designed to overflow during significant 
rain with the intention of preventing the risk of flooding to people and property and to 
protect waste water treatment plants. Some overflows may cause unacceptable 
impacts on the environment that have to be addressed. Changes in rainfall patterns 
with increasing storm intensities, urban development and pollution will further affect 
the future operation of collecting systems.  

We recognise many opportunities to make urban environments, from small towns to 
large cities, more sustainable through the management of waste water flows and 
storm water. We also acknowledge the significant financial responsibilities that are 
associated with making changes to the network of collecting systems.   

EurEau urges a range of actions from policy and legislation, local-specific urban 
planning and innovation to ensure that overflows from collecting systems are 
managed in a sustainable manner. We do not support target performance values set 
at EU level to address overflows from collecting systems. EurEau finds that, due to the 
complexity of urban pollution management, it should be for each Member State to 
decide on their approach to managing collecting systems, based on local conditions 
and priorities. 

We invite you to read on. 
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 Background 
All cities, towns and urban areas require the collection and treatment of waste water 
from buildings and management of storm water1 which flows after rain fall or snow melt. 
Collecting systems are the network of drains, manholes, pipes, sewers, tanks and 
conduits which gather and convey waste water, and on occasion storm water, to a 
treatment facility.  

Collecting and draining waste water and storm water is a vital service which protects 
public health by conveying urine, faeces and associated pathogens far from dwellings, 
prevents the flooding of property and protects the water environment around urban 
areas. Proper collecting systems enable urban areas across Europe to thrive. 

Some collecting systems have separate pipes for storm water and waste water 
(‘separate systems’), whereas other collecting systems combine both storm water and 
waste water in the same system of pipes (‘combined systems’). Historically, collecting 
systems were constructed as urban areas developed, and typically, older towns/cities 
tend to have combined systems. 

Combined systems incorporate overflow devices (‘combined sewer overflows’ or CSOs) 
to ensure that when storm water flows are high, the excess flow can spill into a receiving 
water body at a designated location, ensuring that sensitive environments, public places 
and property are protected. CSOs are part of the normal operation of combined 
collecting systems, with the intention of preventing spills and flooding at undesirable 
locations or overloading of waste water treatment plants (WWTP). Overflow events are, 
by their nature, intermittent, short-term, local discharges, which are weather 
dependent. These effects are usually local and acute but short-term, but on the other 
side, they could have a cumulative effect on the environment. 

Today, there are more than 3 million kilometres of sewer systems across Europe and 
we estimate there are in excess of 650,000 CSOs, all providing the vital service of 
draining waste water and storm water. 

Many EurEau members are responsible for the construction and maintenance of waste 
water collecting systems. Our members recognise that CSOs 2  must be properly 
designed and maintained to prevent flooding and minimise adverse impacts on the water 
environment and protect public health.  

 

 

 

 

                                                   
1 ‘Storm water’ is the term given to all the water which flows off impervious ground into collecting systems. 
Storm water comprises rain water and snow melt water and may carry other substances with the flow. Storm 
water mixes with the contents of collecting systems. 
2 650,000 is an estimated number, based on the experience and observations of EurEau members (for clarity, 
it is not a quality-controlled statistic). 
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 Some challenges presented by overflows from combined 
systems 

Discharges from CSOs sometimes, because of their cumulative effect on the 
environment, have a detrimental impact on the status of water bodies and upon the 
achievement of “good ecological/chemical status” as required by the EU Water 
Framework Directive and with the requirements of other European directives such as 
the bathing waters and habitats directives. The characteristics of the receiving water 
bodies must be taken into account during the planning and design, construction, 
operation and maintenance of CSOs in order to ensure that intermittent discharges do 
not have undesirable impacts. Therefore, we note it is only relevant to make studies of 
system and overflow performance and their impacts at local level, but taking into 
account the whole waste water and storm water system: sewerage, waste water 
treatment plant and receiving waters. 

Urban development around towns and cities across Europe has resulted in an increase 
in the impervious area within the urban environment. This results in an increase in water 
running off impervious areas and into collecting systems in times of rainfall i.e. storm 
water flows in collecting systems can fluctuate significantly. This trend in urban 
development puts considerable stress on the capacity of combined systems, resulting 
in overloaded sewers and increases in discharge frequency and duration from CSOs.  

In some places across Europe, weather patterns are shifting. Increased intensity of 
rainfall events is an emerging trend which results in more storm water runoff entering 
collecting systems over a short period, which leads to overloading of the combined 
system and subsequent discharges from CSOs. The water sector is facing a considerable 
challenge adapting existing (often historic) collecting systems to the effects of a 
changing climate.    

Often there is a presumption that separate sewers are a solution to the challenges of 
CSO discharges. However, our experience suggests separate systems have other 
challenges that must be addressed. Urban runoff is known to be a source of pollution, 
e.g. metals, hydrocarbons and/or tyre wear. Additionally, misconnections from domestic 
waste water into surface water drains results in pollution of the environment because 
they are untreated. Furthermore, separate systems cannot easily be retrofitted into 
urban areas with existing combined systems. An alternative solution in some cases could 
be to disconnect (non-polluted) water runoff from the combined systems at the source. 
This offers the additional advantage of allowing it to infiltrate or be reused, keeping it 
locally available to cope with the also expected longer periods of drought. Our challenge 
as operators is to find the best solutions for all types of collecting systems. 

It is neither economically nor environmentally feasible to construct combined waste 
water collecting systems to deal with large or increasing amounts of storm water. If the 
impacts of intermittent discharges from CSOs are to be reduced, a range of solutions 
must be considered. The priorities for action must be agreed at the local, regional 
or Member State level. At the same time, the costs of action must be acceptable 
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and affordable and set within the context of investment plans which are 
financed and implemented at the local or Member State level.  

 Current European legislation and future policy direction 
CSOs are addressed by current legislation as follows: 

a) Requirements of urban waste water collecting systems are set out by the 
Urban Waste Water Treatment Directive 91/271/EEC (UWWTD) in Article 3 
and Annex 1(A) and a footnote (1) of Annex 1(A) stating that: “The design, 
construction and maintenance of collecting systems shall be undertaken in 
accordance with the best technical knowledge not entailing excessive costs, 
notably regarding:   
- limitation of pollution of receiving waters due to storm water overflows”  
 
and  
 
Annex 1(A) footnote (1): “Given that it is not possible in practice to construct 
collecting systems and treatment plants in a way such that all waste water 
can be treated during situations such as unusually heavy rainfall, Member 
States shall decide on measures to limit pollution from storm water 
overflows. Such measures could be based on dilution rates or capacity in 
relation to dry weather flow, or could specify a certain acceptable number of 
overflows per year.” 

b) Requirements to meet good ecological status of all waters by 2015 are set 
out by the Water Framework Directive 2000/60/EC (WFD). CSOs are 
considered in several river basin management plans (RBMPs) as a pressure 
causing a significant impact on the receiving waters. 

c) The Bathing Water Directive 2006/7/EC (BWD) addresses the CSO impacts 
by classifying the bathing waters affected by CSOs as “subject to short-term 
pollution”. Short-term pollution means microbiological contamination which 
has clearly identifiable causes, is not normally expected to affect bathing 
water quality for more than approximately 72 hours after the bathing water 
quality is first affected and for which the competent authority has established 
procedures to predict and deal with. 

EurEau observes that the UWWTD is a foundation, which establishes a shared 
requirement for collecting systems across the European Union. 

EurEau finds that, due to the complexity of urban pollution management, it should be 
for each Member State to decide the approach to managing collecting systems, based 
on local conditions and priorities. Thus we endorse nationally, regionally or locally set 
target performance values following a common framework for collecting systems 
established at EU level. Decision making by Member States in relation to collecting 
systems fits with the principle of subsidiarity. 
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EurEau members are committed to reducing the impact of CSOs on the aquatic 
environment and meeting the requirements of the WFD and other directives including 
those for bathing waters. We expect that, where necessary, the requirement for 
improvements to CSOs will be included in the WFD Program of Measures as an integral 
part of River Basin Management Plans.  

EurEau welcomes innovative ways to divert rain water away from sewer systems (for 
example through sustainable urban drainage systems (SUDS)/ blue-green 
infrastructure) to infiltration sites, watercourses or for rain water to be stored for reuse 
(after necessary treatment). We welcome the discussion of policy initiatives in this area. 

EurEau urges actions that separate storm water at source and attenuate flow rates. 
For example, we urge urban planners to consider the impacts of urban development on 
combined systems and support the promotion of SUDS to reduce and delay flows and 
discharges into combined systems. The introduction of SUDS schemes should be 
considered as part of any development planning process. When properly designed and 
installed, taking account of the sewer catchment flows, SUDS can help to reduce the 
frequency of CSO discharges and offer added benefits in reducing diffuse pollution. 
SUDS also provide new habitats such as ponds and lakes retaining storm water 
upstream, which contribute to a ‘good quality of life in the city’. It is important that the 
costs (including maintenance) of these systems are properly allocated according to local 
institutional arrangements. EurEau urges the use of flood control measures upstream of 
the combined system to prevent and reduce the risk of overloading collecting systems 
and WWTP. We support increasing the use of permeable surfaces in urban areas, 
properly planned and designed rainwater and storm water management systems and 
urban flood defences. This integrated approach will protect the water environment and 
public health and minimise the frequency of CSO discharges.  

EurEau is committed to supporting control at source to ensure that combined systems 
have minimal impact on the water environment. You can find out more about our 
positions on Micropollutants and the control at source approach3 and Toilets are not a 
bin! on our website. EurEau will continue to promote source control to prevent pollution. 

EurEau supports innovation in technology to enable the optimal management and 
performance of collecting systems. For example storm water retention in sewers (e.g. 
retention tanks or on-line retention gates) and treatment facilities in CSOs such as 
screens or net bags, all of them in coordination with the WWTP. EurEau welcomes the 
use of real time management of storm water flows in sewers in order to maximise 
capacity and minimise impacts on the water environment. We welcome the use of sewer 
network and water quality modelling techniques at the local catchment scale to enable 
informed decision-making by all the authorities responsible for collecting systems which 
should ensure efficient investment in sewer network infrastructure which delivers 
meaningful environmental and public health outcomes.  

 
                                                   
3 EurEau position paper - Holistic approach to addressing micropollutants - Update of source control 2016. 

http://www.eureau.org/resources/position-papers/3828-the-holistic-approach-to-addressing-micropollutants-2019-update-of-source-control/file
http://www.eureau.org/administrator/components/com_europublication/pdf/e805676ff5d3f3f34deb24e8a417f548-2014.10.24%20EurEau%20PP%20on%20Wet%20Wipes.pdf
http://www.eureau.org/administrator/components/com_europublication/pdf/e805676ff5d3f3f34deb24e8a417f548-2014.10.24%20EurEau%20PP%20on%20Wet%20Wipes.pdf
http://www.eureau.org/resources/position-papers/3828-the-holistic-approach-to-addressing-micropollutants-2019-update-of-source-control/file
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EurEau will continue to raise awareness of the complex issues related to the 
management of collecting systems and CSO discharges. Our members will invest 
progressively in sewerage improvements which are sustainable, practical and affordable 
and reflect the priorities of customers and stakeholders. We will also continue to invest 
heavily in the operation, maintenance and management of the 3 million kilometres of 
existing sewerage systems in Europe and welcome more research and development to 
ensure the best value and sustainable outcomes.  

To find out more about how sewer networks should be managed, read our briefing note 
on the principles of good sewer network management. 

 

 

About EurEau 
EurEau is the voice of Europe’s water sector. We represent drinking water 
and waste water operators from 29 countries in Europe, from both the 
private and the public sectors.  

Our members are 34 national associations of water services. At EurEau, 
we bring national water professionals together to agree European water 
sector positions regarding the management of water quality, resource 
efficiency and access to water for Europe’s citizens and businesses. The 
EurEau secretariat is based in Brussels.  

With a direct employment of around 476,000 people, the European water sector makes 
a significant contribution to the European economy. 


