
 
 
 

Publ i cl y -Owned Wast ewat er  T reat m en t  Plan t s &  
t he Sect i on  301(h ) Progr am  

What  i s t he Sect i on  301(h ) Program ? 
The Federal Clean Water  Act  requ ires that  all municipal wastewater  t reatment  plants use 
pr imary t reatment  (using gravity to separate solids from liqu ids) and secondary t reatment  
(using special st rains of aerobic bacter ia [bacter ia that  need oxygen to grow] to break down the 
organic waste left  after  pr imary t reatment) before discharging their  water .  The Sect ion 301(h) 
Program issues waivers to wastewater  t reatment  plants, allowing the plan t  to discharge 
wastewater  in to mar ine waters with less than full secondary t reatment . 

Back ground 
In 1972, Congress passed the Federal Water  Pollu t ion Control Act  Amendment , which requ ired 
wastewater  t reatment  plants to achieve secondary t reatment  capabil ity by 1977.  Some 
municipalit ies that  discharged into mar ine waters, however , argued that  that  th is requ irement  
might  be unnecessary on the grounds that  mar ine t reatment  plants tend to discharge in to 
deeper  waters with large t ides and substant ial cu r rents, which allow for  greater  dilu t ion and 
dispersion than their  freshwater  counterpar ts.  As a resu lt , Congress added sect ion 301(h) to 
the Clean Water  Act  in  1977, allowing for  a case-by-case review of t reatment  requ irements for  
mar ine dischargers.  Eligible applicants that  met  the set  of environmentally st r ingent  cr iter ia in 
sect ion 301(h) wou ld receive a modified Nat ional Pollu tant  Discharge Elim inat ion System 
(NPDES) permit  waiving the secondary t reatment  requ irements for  the convent ional pollu tants 
biochemical oxygen demand (BOD), suspended solids (SS), and pH. 

All t reatment  plants under  the program have min imum requ irements to conduct  pr imary 
t reatment  of their  wastewater  effluent .  The addit ion of secondary t reatment , however , provides 
for  the removal of more Total Suspended Solids (TSS) and BOD than pr imary t reatment  alone. 

St at us i n  Alask a 
A list  of dischargers in  Alaska that  have a 301(h) waiver  is at tached. The The communit ies that  
may potent ially host  cru ise ships with 301(h) waivers are Haines, Ketchikan, Petersburg, Sitka, 
Skagway, and Wrangell. Anchorage, the largest  city in  Alaska, also has a 301(h) waiver .  
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