
For more information,  
contact the Water  

Resources Specialist at  
814-237-0400 or visit us 

at www.ms4partners.org. 

What is an illicit discharge? 
Our storm drains are designed to capture and transport one type of discharge: 

storm water, generated by precipitation events like rain and snow storms, or by 
snow melt. 

 
The EPA defines an illicit discharge as, “any discharge to the municipal separate 

storm sewer system (MS4) that is not composed entirely of stormwater, discharges 
allowed under a NPDES permit, or waters used for firefighting operations.”  This 

means that any flow through the storm water system when no precipitation is fall-
ing (called a “dry weather” flow) is considered to be illicit. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Common sources of illicit discharges include: 
 

 Disposal of potable water prior to dechlorination 
 Floor drains connected to the storm water system 
 Run-off from washing vehicles or other equipment near storm 

drains 
 Illegal dumping practices 

Aren’t our sewers  
designed to handle 

this? 

Remember, the rule of thumb is:  
If it doesn’t fall from the sky as precipitation, it isn’t allowed in the storm water system! 

Why are illicit discharges a problem? 

 

Illicit discharges, generated as they are by flow that is unassociated with normal  

precipitation events, usually contain increased levels of pollutants, including toxic  

chemicals, oils, solvents, sediment, nutrients, and bacteria.   

 

These pollutants have the potential to negatively affect the health of the  

waterways that receive the outflow from the MS4.  This can impair not only the ecological 

health of the watershed, but also the recreational and economic health.  For example, if trout 

are experiencing die-offs, fly fisherman will not vacation here, and a source of regional  

income will be lost.      

Sanitary sewer systems (those connected to 

your plumbing) can handle polluted water from 

urban and suburban areas, because these  

systems are designed to treat the water before it 

is released into local waterways.   

 

Storm sewers simply act as a conduit for water 

from areas with high concentrations of  

impervious surfaces (paved roads, rooftops, etc.) 

to local waterways. 

 

 



What can you do? 

Never dispose of anything (including chlorinated, potable water) by 
pouring it into drainage systems meant for storm water collection.  
These materials must be handled by the proper authority (consult 
Centre County Recycling & Refuse Authority). 

Avoid washing vehicles or other equipment in areas where the used  
water can run into storm drains. 

Check to see if your establishment’s floor drains are connected to the 
storm water system.  If they are, do not use them for disposal! 

 

The Spring Creek Watershed 
Our watershed is mostly underlain by limestone and dolomite         

geology, collectively known as carbonate formations.  Sinkholes 

form where slightly acidic rainwater slowly dissolves the car-

bonate bedrock, forming karst geology.  Sinkholes facilitate fast 

movement of pollutants  into groundwater, bypassing soil’s 

natural filter. In our  watershed, groundwater contamination  

leads to surface pollution because over 80% of surface waters 

are fed by groundwater. 

The MS4 Partners 

Are illicit discharges a problem here? 

Many stormwater outfalls 

carrying potential illicit 

discharges drain into  

sinkholes, creating      

a direct link to our  

groundwater resources.   

Summary 

 

Fortunately, here in the Centre Region, we have a community that cares 

for the health of our watershed, and municipalities that work hard to en-

sure that this health is maintained.   We therefore have few illicit  

discharges to worry about. 

 

However, this is no reason  not to remain vigilant.  The EPA cites a case 

from Sacramento, California wherein, “...almost one-half of the water dis-

charged from a local MS4 was not directly attributable to precipitation 

runoff.”  If we want to avoid these types of conditions, we must be careful 

with our waste and continue to monitor our water.  

What are the  
municipalities doing? 

 Monitoring for discharges during dry periods 
 Responding to reports of illicit discharges 
 Street sweeping and installing filter bags to 

keep sediment and debris out of storm water 
 Maintaining systems to remove oil and grit 

from storm water 
 Enforcing local illicit discharge ordinances 

(check with your municipality to find out 
their policy) 

 
 

 An illicit discharge is any flow in the storm sewer that does 

not consist entirely of precipitation. 

 Although illicit discharges are not currently a problem 

here, only monitoring and vigilance by both municipalities 

and community members can ensure the continued health 

of our watershed. 

 If you notice any activity that could constitute or result in 

an illicit discharge, report it to your local municipality! 

 MS4 is short for a “Municipal Separate Storm Sewer System.” 

 This program gives the partner municipalities storm water 

permits, and requires them to: 

  1. Develop and implement a storm water management  

       program 

  2. Reduce the contamination of storm water runoff 

  3. Prohibit illicit discharges 

 Illicit Discharge Detection and Elimination is just one of six 

minimum control measures related to storm water manage-

ment that the participating municipalities must include in 

their management plans. 

Ensure that all potential pollutants (including trash bags) are 

stored indoors or in water-tight containers with no leaks. 

    http://legacy.opp.psu.edu/services/stormwater/illicit-discharge-detection-and-elimination-program 

For more information, check the municipalities’ illicit discharge permits: 

    http://www.statecollegepa.us/DocumentCenter/View/10531 




