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Dear Community Partners,
 
On January 19, 2026, DC Water experienced a structural collapse on a section of the Potomac Interceptor - one 
of the region’s largest and most critical wastewater conveyance assets. Since that day, our teams have been fully 
focused on responding to the incident with urgency, protecting the environment, and restoring this vital piece of 
infrastructure as safely and efficiently as possible.
 
We recognize that events like this raise important questions for our community, our partners, and the public we 
serve. Those questions are both understandable and appropriate. People want to know why this occurred, whether 
it could have been anticipated, and how similar incidents can be prevented in the future.
 
This packet is intended to provide important context and transparency around those questions.
 
As part of our review, DC Water leadership and engineering teams conducted a thorough examination of the most 
recent documents related to this section of the Potomac Interceptor. This review included inspection reports, struc-
tural condition ratings, engineering assessments, repair schedules, and video documentation.
 
In the materials included here, you will find additional information explaining how DC Water evaluates the structural 
condition of our large-diameter sewer infrastructure, how inspection data informs engineering judgment, and how 
repair priorities are determined across a complex regional system that spans more than 54 miles.
 
While we are confident in the process that guided those decisions, we also understand the importance of continu-
ing to examine this event closely. Our teams are actively investigating the cause of the collapse. Although it is too 
early to draw definitive conclusions, preliminary indications suggest this may have been a highly unusual event - one 
that could not have been reasonably predicted based on the available inspection data. 
 
As part of this examination, as is common in situations like this, we have commissioned an independent, third-party 
review not only of our assessments of the entire Potomac Infrastructure line, but also the methodology by which we 
conduct those assessments. That work is ongoing. 
 
DC Water is committed to transparency, accountability, and continuous improvement. We will continue sharing 
information as it becomes available and will keep our partners, stakeholders, and the community informed as our 
work progresses.
 
Thank you for your continued engagement and interest in this important issue.
 
Sincerely,

 

David L. Gadis
Chief Executive Officer and General Manager
DC Water
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MEMORANDUM 

March 3, 2026 

TO:   Matthew Brown 
COO and Executive Vice President 

THROUGH: Moussa Wone 
Chief Engineer  

FROM:  John Cassidy, P.E. 
Clean Rivers and Potomac Interceptor Program Manager 

SUBJECT:  Potomac Interceptor Break Downstream of Manhole 17 
Review of Inspection Reports 

Background 
The Potomac Interceptor (PI) is a sanitary sewer approximately 54 miles long ranging in size from 30” 
to 96” inside diameter.  The sewer serves approximately 376 square miles and about 500,000 people in 
Fairfax and Loudoun Counties, the Town of Vienna, the Town of Herndon, Dulles Airport in Virginia 
and Montgomery Count in Maryland.  The pipeline carries about 60 million gallons of wastewater daily 
to the Potomac Pumping Station in Washington, DC, and flows are then conveyed to the Blue Plains 
Advanced Wastewater Treatment Plant for treatment before discharge into the Potomac River. 

The PI was constructed pursuant to Public Law 86-515 (the Act), enacted by the 86th Congress, on June 
12, 1960. The Act authorized the District of Columbia to plan, construct, operate, and maintain a sanitary 
sewer to connect Dulles to the Washington, DC sewer system. The PI began to convey sewage in 1964 
and is owned by the District of Columbia and operated and maintained by DC Water. 

Break in PI 
On January 19, 2026, a break in the PI occurred downstream of Manhole (MH) 17 near the entrance to 
DC Water’s Odor Control Facility.  The break resulted in a substantial blockage in the PI due to boulders 
around the Pipe falling into the Pipe.  This also resulted in a large sinkhole near the break and overflows 
from the sinkhole and upstream MH17 and MH18. As of the date of this memo, DC Water’s emergency 
contractors have dewatered the sinkhole, installed support of excavation systems, excavated down to the 
pipe and begun removing the blockage.  Because of the large size of the sinkhole and the resulting 
excavation which removed remove portions of the top of the pipe, the exact location of the initial break 
is not known.  However, field measurements using a measuring wheel indicate the center of the support 
of excavation at the sink hole is about 176’ downstream of downstream of MH17.  The support of 
excavation is 16’ long with the pipe protruding past the support of excavation into the pit on each end.  
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Using the face of the support of excavation for measuring, this this places the break between 
approximately 168’ and 184’ downstream of MH17. 
  
PI Record Drawings 
The PI Record Drawings are the Unit 10 Anglers Inn Segment, Contract D.C.F - C18966, dated February 
1962.  The drawings indicate the pipe is 72” reinforced concrete pipe (RCP) and excerpts from the plan 
and profile are shown below: 
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Inspection Data 
The following four internal CCTV inspections of the PI between upstream MH17 and downstream MH16 
were reviewed: 
 

• December 11, 2017 
• July 21, 2021 
• June 9, 2024 
• October 6, 2024 

 
All were performed by Redzone Robotics from MH17 to MH16 (upstream to downstream) with sanitary 
flow in the pipe.  The inspection reports use the National Association of Sewer Service Companies 
(NASSCO) Pipeline Assessment and Certification Program (PACP) scoring system for grading pipeline 
conditions. In the scoring system, each individual defect is assigned a grade from 1 to 5, with 5 being the 
most significant. The grade of an observed defect is assigned by looking up in the PCAP manual or 
automatically via software. Grades fall into two categories – structural, which indicate pipe condition 
and operation and maintenance (O&M), which indicate conditions that may warrant maintenance but 
do not generally affect the pipeline structural integrity.  Examples of maintenance activities include pipe 
cleaning, root removal and sealing leaks.  
 
In each case, the inspection report and video of the pipe interior was reviewed, with observations 
summarized below. For brevity and clarity, observations are summarized for the reach between 150’ to 
200’ downstream of MH17 and not the entire reach of pipe between the two manholes which is more 
than 1,800’ long. 
 

• December 11, 2017 Inspection 
o Report contents: 

§ 146.1’ – surface reinforcement visible, structural grade 5, between approximately 
10 o’clock and 2 o’clock in crown.  This is approximately 22’ to 38’ upstream of 
the break area.  

§ 153.9’ – general observation indicating rapid flows and turbulence throughout 
impacting the clarity of the video. 

§ For the entire 1,800’ pipe section between MH16 and MH17, the structural index 
was 3.69 and the structural quick score was 5Z3Z (more than 10 structural grade 
5 defects and more than 10 structural grade 3 defects in entire pipe). 

o Video review: 
§ While the quality of the video is poor due to turbulent flow conditions, exposed 

aggregate and surface reinforcement are observable in the reach between 150’ to 
200’ downstream of MH17. 

 
• July 21, 2021 Inspection 

o Report contents:  
§ There are no observations in the report between 150’ and 200’ downstream of 

MH17. 
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§ For the entire 1,800’ pipe section between MH16 and MH17, the structural index 
for the entire pipe section was 3.59 and the structural quick score was 5N4J (more 
than 10 structural grade 5 defects and more than 10 structural grade 4 defects in 
entire pipe). 
 
 

o Video review: 
§ Review of the video indicates that flow in the pipe and splashing around the 

inspection unit make viewing the inside of the pipe 150’ to 200’ downstream of 
MH17 difficult.  In this reach, there are indications of exposed aggregate and 
surface reinforcement indentations in the video. 

  
• June 9, 2024 Inspection 

o Report contents:  
§ 156.9’ – infiltration gusher with structural grade of 0 and an operation and 

maintenance grade of 5. Infiltration is groundwater leaking through pipe defects 
which can affect pipe capacity and increase pumping and treatment costs at 
downstream facilities. Some amount of infiltration and inflow is expected and 
planned for in all subsurface gravity sewer pipelines. 

§ For the entire 1,800’ pipe section between MH16 and MH17, the structural index 
was 2.60 and the structural quick score was 5Y4Z (more than 10 structural grade 
5 defects and more than 10 structural grade 4 defects in entire pipe). 

o Video review: 
§ Review of the video between 150’ to 200’ downstream of MH17 indicates exposed 

aggregate in the concrete and surface reinforcement indentations, similar to prior 
videos. 

 
• October 6, 2024  

o Report contents: 
§ 147.8’, 164.6’ and 195.6’ - infiltration weepers, each with O&M ratings of 2. 
§ 157.4’ – this defect was an infiltration runner with an O&M grade of 4 that was 

also scored as a hole with a structural grade of 5.  Based on review of the video, 
this is the same defect identified in the June 2024 report at 156.9’ and the size and 
shape look similar to the June 2024 inspection. The infiltration observation is 
correct, but the ‘hole void visible’ assertion appears to be a misidentification.  
There is dark colored concrete above and around the infiltration area.  This area 
has the surface texture of concrete, gray areas indicative of concrete, and has a 
tapered zone around the perimeter showing the transition in concrete thickness. 
This area is located between 10’ and 26’ upstream of the break area.    

§ 162.0’ – hole soil visible, structural grade 5. This area (162’ feet downstream of 
MH 17) is located between 6’ and 22’ upstream of the break location.  Because 
the inspection report indicated a hole in the pipe with soil visible, we performed a 
critical review of the video in this section of pipe. Close inspection of the video 
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shows that this defect was misidentified and the dark area at approximately the 9 
o‘clock position is concrete pipe.  This is supported by the following: 

• The video is far clearer than the picture in the report.  Review of the video 
allows close-up observation of the discolored area. 

• The video shows concrete coloration (gray) at various locations within the 
discolored zone, indicative of concrete. 

• The video shows surface texture similar to concrete at various locations 
within the discolored zone. 

• The video shows a tapered area at the perimeter where the discolored area 
meets the gray concrete, indicative of continuous material.  There are not 
distinct interfaces between disparate materials. Instead, there is a transition 
zone indicative of the loss of a portion, but not all, of the concrete pipe wall 
thickness. 

• As shown by the other infiltration weepers in the video, the pipe is subject 
to infiltration by groundwater.  If the discolored area were soil, one would 
expect to see infiltration into the pipe at this location, which is not present 
in the video. 

• If the discolored area were soil, substantial soil intrusion would be 
expected due to external groundwater and soil pressure.  This is not present 
in the video. 

§ For the entire 1,800’ pipe section between MH16 and MH17, the structural index 
was 3.01 and the structural quick score was 544Z (four grade 5 structural defects 
and more than 10 grade 4 structural defects in entire pipe). 

 
o Video review  

§ Review of the video between 150’ to 200’ downstream of MH17 indicates exposed 
aggregate in the concrete and surface reinforcement indentations, similar to prior 
videos. 

§ In the break zone between 168’ and 184’ downstream of MH17, the video shows 
exposed aggregate in the concrete and surface reinforcement visible, but no other 
significant pipe defects. 

§ Because the quality of this video is higher than the prior inspections, there is a 
greater ability to accurately identify and tabulate individual pipe defects and 
conditions. 
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Summary 
Field measurements indicate the approximate center of the sinkhole at the break is 176 feet downstream 
of MH17 and that the break occurred between approximately 168’ and 184’ downstream of MH17.  Four 
inspection videos are available over a seven-year period.  Review of the inspection videos identified the 
following structural conditions in the zone 150’ to 200’ downstream of MH17 and in the break zone: 
 

Inspection 

Structural Condition Observations 

150’ to 200’ downstream of MH17 

At PI Break 
 (Estimated 168’ to 184’ 
Downstream of MH17) 

December 11, 2017 • Exposed aggregate and surface reinforcement 
visible 

• No specific defects identified in zone 

• Exposed aggregate in the 
concrete and surface 
reinforcement visible 

 

July 21, 2021 
June 9, 2024 
October 6, 2024 • Exposed aggregate in the concrete and surface 

reinforcement visible 
• 157.4’ – reported hole with a structural grade of 

5. Review of the video indicates the dark colored 
area is not soil, but instead concrete pipe. The 
indication of soil present or hole in the pipe was 
not observed in the video.  

• 162.0’ – reported hole with soil visible, structural 
grade 5. Again, review of the video indicates the 
dark colored area is not soil, but instead concrete 
pipe. The indication of soil present or hole in the 
pipe was not observed in the video. 

 
Exposed aggregate in the concrete and surface reinforcement visible were the internal pipe conditions 
observed in the inspections in the estimated break area which is 168’ to 184’ downstream of MH 17, 
which were not indicative of a risk of near-term failure of the asset.  
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