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Abstract: Combined sewer overflows (CSOs) close to water bodies are a cause of grave environmental
concern. In the past few decades, major storm events have become increasingly common in some
regions, and the meteorological scenarios predict a further increase in their frequency. Consequently,
CSO control and treatment according to best practices, the adoption of innovative treatment solutions
and careful sewer system management are urgently needed. A growing number of publications has
been addressing the quality, quantity and types of available water management and treatment options.
In this study, we describe the construction of an innovative detention reservoir along the Arzilla
River (Fano, Italy) whose function is to store diluted CSO wastewater exceeding the capacity of a
combined drain system. River water sampling and testing for microbial contamination downstream
of the tank after a heavy rain event found a considerable reduction of fecal coliform concentrations,
which would have compounded the impact of stormwater on the bathing site. These preliminary
results suggest that the detention tank exerted beneficial environmental effects on bathing water by
lowering the microbial load.

Keywords: combined sewer overflows; bathing water; fecal pollution; climate changes; Adriatic sea

1. Introduction

Climate change is affecting rainfall regimes all over the planet. Long-term series of
observations provide unique and valuable datasets that allow for the reliable detection of
the average annual cycle patterns as well as of significant changes due to global or local
impacts [1,2]. In some regions of the world, extreme weather events, defined as events
that are rare within their statistical reference distribution in a particular area [3,4], have
increased in frequency or intensity. Violent summer rains have also been recorded at
temperate latitudes, like the Adriatic area in Europe [5].

In northeastern Italy, extreme rainfall events increased in 1920–1998, despite a negative
trend in the number of wet days. A recent study of the magnitude and frequency of annual
rainfall maxima in Italy in 1928–2014 [6] found a clear rising trend in extreme rainfall
magnitude and intensity in some areas at the regional scale.

Summer and autumn are typically characterized by intense precipitation. Extreme
rain events induce flash floods and sewer overflows, putting human life at risk and
affecting coastal ecosystems, also by increasing fecal bacteria loads in runoff water and
ultimately seawater [7,8]. Fecal contamination is of major public and scientific interest,
since bathing water quality affects both human health and the ecosystem [9], besides
tourism and the economy.
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Bathing water hosts ubiquitous populations of water-living and free-living microor-
gan isms—both pathogenic and non-pathogenic—that derive from human activities [10].
Notably, poor microbial water quality at recreational beaches can cause a wide range of
complaints including eye, ear, skin, gastrointestinal and respiratory conditions [11]. Under
Italian law, bathing water management and monitoring is regulated by Government Decree
no. 116/2008 and the EU Bathing Water Directive (BWD; 2006/7/EC). The BWD sets
restrictive water quality standards based on the concentrations of fecal indicator bacteria
(i.e., E. coli and enterococci). The Government Decree no. 116/2008 regulates the monitor-
ing, classification and management of bathing water. Bathing water quality is assessed at
scheduled intervals. The weakness of this approach is that even after massive precipitations
events, the results of bacterial analyses are available only after 48 h, and in the interval,
bathing is still allowed.

Researchers and policymakers have been trying to address the problems posed by the
proximity of several bathing waters and recreational beaches to urban areas and by the
high environmental pressure to which they are subject [12].

According to the Council Directive 91/271/EEC [13], concerning urban wastewater
treatment, collecting systems in each municipality must consider wastewater treatment
requirements while the design, construction and maintenance of collecting systems are
undertaken in accordance with the best technical knowledge, while not entailing excessive
costs. However, urban sewerage systems are seldom fully efficient and at times even modest
rainfall can exceed their capacity, resulting in overflows [14]. In the past few years, several
studies have tried to improve the management of diluted wastewater exceeding sewer
system capacity with a view to protecting the natural environment and to limit flooding in
case of intense rainfall. Some of these solutions involve the detention of diluted wastewater,
which is then treated in the existing wastewater treatment plants. Other approaches
provide for both storage and immediate treatment [15]. The former projects involve the
construction of a detention reservoir to collect the first flush rainwater. After the rain event,
a pumping station discharges the wastewater into the existing network downstream of
the tank [16]. The approaches providing for storage and immediate treatment rely on the
availability of ample non-built surfaces, which enable the natural treatment of polluted
water by methods such as treatment wetlands (e.g., free water surface, horizontal or vertical
flow systems and hybrid systems), the construction of an equalization basin or mechanical
treatment [17].

Storm water detention tanks are widely used for mitigating impacts of combined
sewer overflows into receiving water bodies. Several examples of their effectiveness have
been reported worldwide and have been applied in different scenarios, i.e., hydrological
conditions, morphology of the area and different types of rainy events [18–21]. In all cited
cases, which represent only some examples, an improvement in water quality was achieved.
However, in the study of [22], the importance of local conditions in tank design and
construction was stressed, and they concluded that it is almost impossible to standardize
these methods. In some cases, the construction of detention reservoirs was coupled with
the development of hydrological models to improve the understanding of hydrological
dynamics [21] or with a dedicated integrated information and alert system [20] for an
active management of water quality.

An innovative integrated approach to reduce bathing water contamination to improve
the environmental quality of marine and coastal waters has recently been described [8,23].
It comprises a water quality sampling system upstream and downstream of the detention
reservoir described herein, a predictive numerical model [23] of the temporal distribution
in bathing water of any pollutants released into the river and a bathing water quality alert
system for the general public, developed based on monitoring activities and the application
of numerical modelling [8].

In this study, we report the effects of the first detention reservoir built in Marches
(central Italy) to store diluted wastewater exceeding the capacity of the local combined
drain system coming from a combined sewer overflow (CSO).
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2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area

The study area, covering ~7 hectares, lies near the Arzilla River and belongs to the
Municipality of Fano, a seaside town in Marches (Figure 1). The area is strongly urbanized
and a popular summer resort.
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Figure 1. Study area with the course of the Arzilla River (blue) and the recreational beach (yellow).

As shown in Figure 2, there are two sewer catchments, one in via del Moletto (basin A;
3.40 hectares) and the other in via 1◦ Maggio (basin B; 3.80 hectares), whose drainage
systems are not connected to one another.
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2.2. Existing System and Project Description

Before the intervention, the site was served by a combined sewer pipe. The system
discharged the diluted wastewater into a CSO, which, in the case of intense rainfall, divided
the upstream flow in two, so that one flow was directed to a pumping station on the other
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side of the river and the other was discharged into the Arzilla River (Figure 3); this resulted
in pollution of the river water and consequently the bathing water near the river mouth.
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Figure 3. State of the site before the intervention.

The intervention described herein is part of a wider project and involved the con-
struction, in basin A, of a new CSO that would discharge excess wastewater into a new
underground detention reservoir (capacity, 1600 m3) through a gravity pipe of 500 mm in
diameter. Another CSO and an additional sewer network will be realized to also convey
the water from basin B into the reservoir. The new underground detention tank is made of
special reinforced concrete lined with a chemical-resistant lining and a waterproof layer.
It measures 60.20 m × 14.05 m and its height ranges from 3.00 m to 2.42 m. An empty-
ing pump system delivers the water to the new pumping station, which then discharges
the diluted wastewater into the existing sewer system (300 m away) for treatment in the
wastewater treatment plant.

Remote-controlled sludge gates, installed in both CSOs, prevent excess filling of the
tank through the activation of an emergency discharge mechanism.

2.3. Feasibility Study and Design Criteria

The project design began with the calculation of the wastewater flow rate upstream of
the new reservoir.

The flow rate was estimated based on average tap water consumption over a period
of 24 h, corrected with a flow coefficient and with daily and hourly peak coefficients. The
calculation yielded a flow rate of 3.20 L s−1 in basin A and 3.40 L s−1 in basin B.

The stormwater flow rate was calculated by means of a hydrological analysis of each
basin using a regional rain model [19]. These statistical models are applied to extend
datasets that are too limited or inadequate in terms of number or distribution to provide
reliable results with common statistical models. Such regional models, called VAPI [24],
are based on the hypothesis that there are compact and consistent areas sharing key
hydrological characteristics. When a VAPI can be applied, the rainfall height and the
relevant flow rate are calculated with a probabilistic approach [25], where each rain height
value is associated with a probability of overshooting.
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The hydrological analysis provided flow rate values with a return period of 10 years
equal to 250 L s−1 for basin A and 270 L s−1 for basin B.

A hydraulic analysis was also performed to estimate the capacity of the combined
sewer network upstream of the new tank based on the diameters, slopes and state of
conservation of the existing pipes. The calculations yielded a network capacity of 170 L s−1

and 120 L s−1 for basin A and basin B, respectively.
We used these values to calculate the diameter of the pipes that would have to be

laid to connect the network to the new tank. Finally, we checked the capacity of the new
pipes to accept the flow rate determined from the hydrological analysis based on a filling
degree greater than 70%. We calculated the tank storage volume by comparing the curve of
the wastewater inflow (volume from the sewer network) to the wastewater outflow curve
(capacity of the emptying pumps) (Figure 4). Given these conditions, and considering a
constant rain intensity curve, the inflow volume as a function of time was found to be
equal to the change in rainfall height over time multiplied by the drained surface. Since
the outflow is a simple system of emptying pumps, it is represented as a constant function.
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Figure 4. Graph showing the analysis of the detention tank volume with a return period of 10 years.

By this approach, the detention volume to be stored in the tank with a return period
of 10 years and 50 years is about 800 m3 and 1300 m3, respectively.

The project also envisages two lifting stations, one to empty the storage tank and the
other to pump the water to the existing network through a new pressure pipe.

The hydraulic sizing of the pumping stations considered the capacity of the existing
sewer system that is to receive the wastewater. Therefore, the flow rate from the emptying
pumps was set to ensure a suitable emptying time (ca. 24 h) and consistency with the
capacity of the existing sewer system.

The number of pumps operating in the two stations is managed remotely in relation
to the water level reached in the storage tanks and the pumping station.

2.4. Microbiological Analyses

Water samples (three replicates) for the microbiological analysis of fecal contamination
with Escherichia coli and intestinal enterococci were manually collected in sterile bottles
(final volume 1000 mL) from the detention tank and the Arzilla River, both upstream and
at the river mouth. The bottles were immediately transported to the laboratory at in situ
temperature in the dark and processed within a few hours of collection. E. coli and intestinal
enterococci were analyzed using culture-based methods as described previously [8].
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3. Results and Discussion

The detention tank is a key component of a wider pilot project envisaging the con-
struction of an integrated system for the continuous monitoring of water (and seawater)
quality in Fano.

This is the framework in which the detention reservoir will function. Its objective, in
case of precipitation exceeding the return period, is to store all or part of the wastewater
overflow, which is characterized by a high bacterial load. The efficiency of the new tank
is being monitored via two continuous water sampling stations placed along the river
immediately upstream and downstream of the two CSOs.

The block diagram in Figure 5 describes the as-built configuration of the plant. The
wastewater from the two basins is delivered through three inlet pipes: two combined
pipes with a nominal pipe size (NPS) of 500 mm, with one from each basin, discharge
the wastewater into the reservoir; the wastewater is subsequently pumped to the nearby
left station. The third pipe with a NPS of 200 mm conveys the wastewater directly to the
pumping station.
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Figure 5. Operation scheme of the detention reservoir.

The pumping station feeds a pressure pipe that channels the wastewater to the existing
sewer network.

Two protection systems (one per basin) ensure that the stored water does not exceed
the maximum storage capacity based on the water level measured in the tank. If the water
level exceeds the threshold, an automatic command opens the two CSOs and activates the
emergency discharge.

3.1. Tank System and Operation

Since its commissioning and startup in June 2021, the detention reservoir has stored
diluted wastewater on the occasion of a rain event, preventing wastewater discharge and
the contamination of the river surface water. The rain height, rain intensity and event
duration recorded by the rain gauge are reported in Table 1 together with the maximum
volume of wastewater temporarily stored in the tank.

The stored volumes were not exactly proportional to the amount of precipitation,
because the activation of the emptying pumps, which also work during the rain event, is
regulated by a mechanism that considers the water level in the tank as well as the reads
in the adjacent pumping station. Therefore, in case of a high water level in the pumping
station, the emptying pumps are in stand-by and the stored volume can only increase.
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Table 1. Rainfall and wastewater storage in the tank in summer 2021.

Date Rain Height Rain Intensity,
Max

Event
Duration

Volume Stored
in Tank

(mm) (mm h−1) (h-mm) (m3)

13 July 2021 17 176 1 h 0 min 556

16 July 2021 13 16 5 h 00 min 513

23 August 2021 30 260 0 h 40 min 740

25 August 2021 16 40 3 h 20 min 438

28 August 2021 15 20 2 h 00 min 607

26 September 2021 30 340 15 min 807

The first significant result was the magnitude of the wastewater level stored in the
tank on the occasion of the rain events compared with the very low flow rate measured in
the final stretch of the river in summer.

In addition, we observed that the filling degree of the detention reservoir recorded
during the rain events was in line with the values calculated in the design stage.

3.2. Microbial Load Control after the Tank

Bathing water pollution by the CSOs of combined sewer systems on the occasion of
intense precipitation is a cause for concern both from the standpoint of environmental
health and in terms of beach usability and seawater safety [7], which is an issue that is
especially important in areas, such as Fano, that receive major tourist flows.

The specific function of the tank is to retain the first rainwater during a rain event that
involves the mixing of runoff water and the wastewater running through the sewerage sys-
tem. The two water masses are usually characterized by a very high load of microbiological
pollutants derived from the drainage runoff at the beginning of the rain event.

To assess the environmental effect of the reservoir, i.e., the reduction of microbial
pollution of bathing water, and to quantify its impact, we collected water samples both in
the tank and at two sites (upstream and mouth) along the Arzilla River after a rain event
(26 September 2021) with the sludge gates open.

The concentrations of E. coli and intestinal enterococci measured in the tank were one
order of magnitude higher than those measured at the two sites along the river (Figure 6).
However, despite the large amount of fecal coliforms collected in the tank water, which
would have compounded the impact of the storm on the bathing site, the concentrations at
both river sampling sites located upstream and downstream of the new detention reservoir
were very similar and still exceeded the limit set by Directive 2006/7/EC.

For this reason, we should always consider the possibility of the presence of other
microbial contamination sources (i.e., overflows) located upstream of the river’s hydro-
graphic basin that did not find their way to the tank. With our preliminary data, it is
not possible to validate this hypothesis, which was raised mostly from our knowledge of
the area under study and human activities on the territory, but further analysis will be
performed to explore other wastewater inputs.

However, we can say that constructing a storage tank capable of receiving the overflow
of the sewer network in case of intense precipitation and a pumping station for subsequent
wastewater delivery to the existing treatment plan proved to be effective. Indeed, during
all recorded rainfall events after the tank activation (see Table 1), we were able to verify the
correctness of the design assumptions, simulations and sizing and the ability of the new
plant to meet expectations in every condition in which it was tested. Our preliminary results
presented in this work open up the prospect of a more active urban water management
that does not simply rely on monitoring activities, as also envisaged in the Bathing Water
Directive (BWD 76/160/EEC). The BWD promotes the management of the water cycle as a
whole and enforces responses in the case of non-compliance with directive standards. These
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responses may be infrastructural, like the building of water detention tanks, or contingent,
like beach closures or the installation of warning signs for bathers. The detention reservoir
can constitute an ‘active’ and ad hoc (i.e., the tank was built considering the characteristics
of the area) response to face the problems derived from urban wastewater. Over a longer
time scale, the presence of a detention reservoir will improve the quality of bathing water
and also have benefits for all the recreational actives linked to the beaches and sea.
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