
A major collapse of the Potomac Interceptor sewer line in Maryland on 19 January 2026

released on the order of a few hundred million gallons of untreated sewage into the Potomac

River upstream of Washington, DC, triggering one of the largest sewage spills in U.S. history

and a multi‑jurisdictional public health response.

On 19 January 2026, a section of the 72‑inch‑diameter Potomac Interceptor (PI) sewer line

collapsed near Clara Barton Parkway by the I‑495 interchange/C&O Canal National Historical

Park in Montgomery County, Maryland, roughly 5 miles upstream of DC.

The PI is a 54‑mile trunk line that conveys wastewater from Northern Virginia and suburban

Maryland to DC Water’s Blue Plains Advanced Wastewater Treatment Plant.

The collapse allowed untreated wastewater to overflow first into a drainage channel and the

C&O Canal corridor and then into the Potomac River.

Flow monitoring and subsequent analyses by DC Water and others estimate that about 240–243

million gallons, with a broader range of roughly 240–300 million gallons, of raw sewage

ultimately entered the river; most of that volume was discharged in the first five days before

bypass pumping was fully established.

Environmental groups and academic experts have characterized the incident as one of the

largest, and possibly the largest, sewage spills in U.S. history.

DC Water deployed an emergency bypass pumping system that routed wastewater through

temporary piping (including along the C&O Canal corridor) back into intact portions of the

interceptor to curtail ongoing overflows.

According to DC Water and regional councils, bypass operations reduced discharges from tens

of millions of gallons per day to minimal residual overflows, with peak overflow estimated at

about 40 million gallons per day, roughly 2% of Potomac flow at that time.

Emergency repairs to restore full flow through the Potomac Interceptor were completed in

mid‑March 2026, while planning for permanent reconstruction and long‑term restoration

continues into late 2026.

DC Water has coordinated with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, U.S. EPA, Maryland

Department of the Environment (MDE), and other agencies on shoreline remediation, sediment

management, and monitoring plans.

Officials have repeatedly emphasized that drinking water intakes for the region lie upstream of

the collapse and that treated drinking water supplies were not impacted by the spill.
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Elevated E. coli and other fecal indicator bacteria prompted closures and advisories for both

recreation and fisheries along a large stretch of the tidal Potomac.

Maryland issued a precautionary shellfish harvesting closure on 25 January 2026 from the spill

location downstream to the Route 301 bridge, covering Maryland growing areas and adjacent

Virginia border waters; Virginia officials stated that shellfish growing areas under Virginia

jurisdiction, which begin at the 301 bridge, were not affected.

Recreational advisories for primary contact activities (swimming, paddling, etc.) were issued

along about 70+ miles of river—from the I‑495/American Legion Memorial Bridge area

downstream toward the Route 301 bridge—with people and pets advised to avoid water contact.

Monitoring data shared by DC Water indicated that by early February, E. coli concentrations at

many downstream sites were generally within U.S. EPA primary‑contact criteria, though

localized exceedances persisted near certain locations and within the drainage channel itself.

The spill contributed to the Potomac being highlighted by advocacy groups as one of the

nation’s “most endangered rivers,” reflecting concerns about chronic sewage infrastructure

vulnerabilities, aquatic ecosystem stress, and impacts on communities reliant on the river for

recreation and livelihoods.

By March 2026, most recreational advisories along the mainstem Potomac in DC, Maryland, and

Virginia had been lifted as water quality results improved, and Maryland ended its

precautionary shellfish closure after tests showed no evidence of impacts to harvesting waters.

Local health departments in Montgomery County and Virginia sequentially rescinded

remaining recreation warnings in March after noting sustained acceptable bacteria levels in

monitored segments.

Nonetheless, agencies and NGOs continue to monitor E. coli and other indicators, as residual

contamination in sediments and the drainage channel, along with weather‑driven pulses, can

still cause fluctuations in localized water quality.

DC Water and partner agencies are pursuing long‑term restoration and infrastructure

resilience efforts, including pipe replacement, riparian and shoreline remediation near Cabin

John/Lock 10, and broader discussions about upgrading aging wastewater infrastructure in the

metropolitan region.

Environmental groups have also framed the incident as a policy and political issue, raising

questions about regulatory oversight, funding for sewer upgrades, and environmental justice

for downstream communities who bear disproportionate recreational and economic risks.

If you plan to use this in a professional context (e.g., briefing notes or a grant narrative), do you

want a 1‑paragraph “for policymakers” abstract or a more technical, citation‑rich summary

formatted like a short literature review?
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