
WHY IT MATTERS
Over the last 15 years, Virginia has made major strides 
in reducing nutrient pollution, driven largely by sub‑
stantial upgrades to wastewater treatment plants. 
These investments have produced measurable 
results: wastewater nutrient pollution to the Chesa‑
peake Bay have dropped by more than 50%,1 contrib‑
uting to clearer water, healthier aquatic habitat, and 
steady ecological recovery across the watershed. Yet, 
important challenges remain. Some localities con‑
tinue to fall short of the pollution‑reduction targets 
outlined in the Commonwealth’s Phase III Water-
shed Implementation Plan,2 and inflation, project 
delays, and competing infrastructure needs have 
made it harder for communities to keep pace with 
long‑term commitments. Existing programs, such as 
the Enhanced Nutrient Removal Certainty Program 
(ENRCP), play a key role in maintaining progress, but 
many wastewater treatment plants still face financial 
and technical barriers to optimizing performance.

Virginia’s remaining combined sewer systems illus‑
trate the scale of the challenge. In Richmond, out‑
dated infrastructure still sends untreated wastewater 
into the James River during heavy rain, creating com-
bined sewer overflow (CSO) events that threaten 
public health and water quality. With a poverty rate 
near 20% and the highest wastewater bills in the 
state, the city faces significant hurdles in meeting 
the state‑mandated deadline to complete upgrades 
by 2035  without additional support. Meanwhile, fail‑
ing or poorly maintained septic systems in rural areas 
continue to leak nutrients and bacteria into ground-
water and local streams, adding to the statewide pol‑
lution burden. A legislative workgroup is currently 
examining these issues and identifying long‑term 
strategies to address them.3

CURRENT LANDSCAPE
Virginia’s progress on wastewater has been built on 
a foundation of sustained state investment. Since 
1997, the Water Quality Improvement Fund (WQIF) 
has provided more than $1 billion in grants for nutri‑
ent removal upgrades at publicly owned wastewater 
treatment plants,4 and the ENRCP, established in 
2021, has added enforceable timelines and planning 
certainty to keep that work on track.5 These invest‑
ments have driven most of Virginia’s pollution reduc‑
tions in the Chesapeake Bay watershed, helping the 
Commonwealth achieve 80% of its nitrogen reduc‑
tion goal since 2009.6 In December 2025, a revised 
Chesapeake Bay Watershed Agreement was signed, 
committing all member states to meeting pollution 
reduction targets by 2040.7

Despite these gains, aging infrastructure and grow‑
ing development pressure are creating new risks. The 
James River, which receives more than 70% of the 
Commonwealth’s wastewater discharges,8 has seen 
several recent failures. In July 2025, an electrical fail‑
ure at Hopewell’s Water Renewal plant (which was 
previously cited for more than 30 pieces of inoper‑
able equipment and no preventative maintenance 
program) discharged an estimated one million gal‑
lons of raw sewage into the river.9 More recently, in 
May 2026, nearly two million gallons of wastewater 
entered the James when Richmond’s UV disinfection 
system failed.10 

Additionally, an estimated 250-350 million gallons of 
untreated sewage are released into the James River 
annually by Richmond’s CSO,11,12 and the January 2026 
Potomac Interceptor failure, released an estimated 
300 million gallons of untreated sewage13 into the 
Potomac River. These incidents make it clear that 
investment in aging wastewater infrastructure is crit‑
ical.

OPPORTUNITIES
Virginia’s ENRCP is already making improvements. 
In fall 2025, Fredericksburg broke ground on an 
ENRCP-funded treatment plant upgrade to increase 
capacity from 4.5 million gallons per day (mgd) to 6.0 
mgd.14 With Virginia’s ENRCP and Chesapeake Bay 
nutrient-reduction commitments reaching key 2026 
benchmarks, continued full funding is important to 
keep projects moving, support Chesapeake Bay res‑
toration goals, and help utilities complete planned 
improvements.15 

The Commonwealth committed $100 million to Rich‑
mond’s CSO plan in FY25-26,16 with another $50 mil‑
lion proposed for FY27,17 yet the scale of the problem 
looms large. Sustained state investment offers Vir‑
ginia an opportunity to help Richmond meet its 2035 
deadline to f inish upgrading its combined sewer 
and stormwater systems, protect ratepayers from 
escalating costs, and deliver lasting water quality 
improvements for the James River.18

A petition for rulemaking was filed with the State 
Water Control Board in March 2026 seeking state 
Virginia Pollutant Discharge Elimination System 
(VPDES) regulations for facilities discharging 1,000 
gallons or more per day into dry ditches or intermit‑
tent streams to address regulatory gaps following 
the 2023 Sackett v. EPA ruling, which narrowed fed‑
eral oversight and shifted greater responsibility on 
state permitting and enforcement agencies.19 

Virginia has further opportunities to build on 
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momentum. DEQ’s pay-for-outcomes program has 
expanded from its 2023 pilot, awarding $19 million 
across nine projects in 2025 to reduce nearly 580,000 
pounds of nitrogen from the Chesapeake Bay water‑
shed.20 With American Rescue Plan Act-funded 
septic assistance now largely spent, low-income 
households with failing systems are increasingly 
without a path to public sewer connection. Other 
states like Michigan are working to create dedicated 
water infrastructure funds, income-based billing, 
and shutoff protections. Similar policies in Virginia 
would ensure water investments reach those who 
need them most. 
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TOP TAKEAWAYS
Aging wastewater infrastructure, combined sewer 
overflows, and failing septic systems continue to 
drive significant untreated discharges and per-
sistent water quality and public health risks.
While Virginia has made major progress towards 
reducing wastewater nutrient pollution through 
sustained investment, continued success will 
depend on closing infrastructure gaps and mod-
ernizing systems to meet long-term goals.
Virginia has an opportunity to pair infrastruc-
ture investment with income-based protections, 
ensuring low-income households are not left 
behind as the Commonwealth works to meet its 
clean water commitments.
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