
“Out of sight, out of mind” certainly applies to our sanitary 
sewer system.  Although it is unlikely that aliens or 
alligators lurk in the underground sewers, there are other 
things lurking in there that cost us money.  That water bill 
we pay every month includes fees to maintain Norfolk’s 
water and sewer systems and the stormwater drainage 
system. 
Norfolk’s sanitary sewer system was constructed in the 
1880s in response to the growing awareness that 
untreated sewage led to waterborne diseases such as 
typhoid and cholera.  Today, the 400 employees of 
Norfolk’s Department of Utilities are responsible for 
providing clean water to 65,000 City homes, businesses 
and U.S. Navy facilities, and wastewater removal for 
approximately 240,000 people.  Norfolk has about 880 
miles of sewer pipes and 129 pump stations.  You may 
have noticed that a number of streets around the city are 
being torn up to replace worn out and leaking water and 
sewer pipes and pumping stations.  These “infrastructure” 
replacement projects are long overdue. 
Every drop of water we send down our sinks, toilets and 
washing machines goes into the City’s sewer pipes and 
on to wastewater treatment plants run by the Hampton 
Roads Sanitation District (HRSD).  Treated wastewater 
from our homes and businesses is discharged into the 
Elizabeth River, Hampton Roads, or Chesapeake Bay.  
There are two big problems with our sewer system over 
which we have some control:  pipes clogged with grease; 
and improper disposal of hazardous materials and 
prescription medications.  Let’s look at how we can help. 

Cease the Grease – Fats, oils, and grease (FOG) 
contribute to over half of sewer blockages in Hampton 
Roads.  When FOG gets into sewer pipes, it solidifies and 
combines with things from our garbage disposals like egg 
shells, coffee grounds, and bones into a cement-like 
material. Clogged sewer pipes can lead to sewage back-
ups in your home (you do have a sewer back-up rider on 
your insurance policy don’t you?).  Untreated sewage can 
overflow through manholes or the many cracks in the 
hundred year old pipes into streets and then down the 
storm drains into local waterways.  Yuck! 
 Never pour oil or grease down the drain.  This 

includes things like butter, salad dressings, cream 
cheese, etc.  Let hot grease cool off, pour into a can 
or bottle, refrigerate until hardened and then dispose 
in the trash.  Large amounts of grease can be taken 
to the City or SPSA hazardous waste recycling 
centers. 

 Use a paper towel to wipe up small amounts of 
grease from frying pans and cooking utensils.  Scrape 
food scraps into the trash can before washing dishes 
and cooking equipment. 

 Use the garbage disposal only for small scraps, not 
leftover food.  Use strainers or baskets in the sink 
drain to catch food scraps and empty into the trash 
can. 

Household Hazardous Waste – Sewage treatment 
plants have a hard time removing certain chemicals, such 
as some pesticides, medications, and other toxic 
materials, which can end up in our waterways. 
 Buy eco-friendly cleaning products, or better yet, use 

vinegar and baking soda for most household 
cleaning. 

 Dispose of unused cleaning products, car oil, 
pesticides and herbicides, paint, antifreeze, etc. at the 
City of Norfolk’s household hazardous waste facility at 
1176 Pineridge Road in the Norfolk Industrial Park.  
The facility is staffed by very helpful employees and is 
open from 10:00 am to 2:00 pm, Mondays through 
Saturdays. 

 Don’t flush unused medications down the toilet.  
These potent chemicals are not removed in the 
sewage treatment process and have profound effects 
on aquatic animals and fish.  Many drugstores have 
medication take-back programs.  If yours does not, 
follow the recommended procedures for safe 
disposal:  1) Keep the medication in its original bottle; 
2) Mark out all identifying personal information; 3) 
Crush solid medications or dissolve in water and mix 
with a little kitty litter, used coffee grounds or another 
substance that will make the drug unsuitable for 
human or animal consumption; 4) Seal the bottle with 
its lid; 5) Put the medicine bottle in the trash, 
preferably inside another non-recyclable container so 
it can’t be seen. 

Finally, if you see or smell what appears to be a sewage 
back-up on your property or a street, report it to the 
Norfolk Department of Utilities emergency phone number 
at 757-823-1000. 

Karen can be reached by e-mail  
at KarenLMayne@aol.com  or by phone at 587-1287 
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