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Interpretations of Physical Observations and Likely Associated Sources
Odor Sewage: smell associated with stale/septic sanitary wastewater.

Sulfur (“rotten eggs”): industries that discharge sulfide compounds or organics (meat
packers, canneries, dairies, etc.).
Oil and gas: petroleum refineries or many facilities associated with vehicle maintenance
or petroleum product storage.
Rancid-sour:  food preparation facilities (restaurants, hotels, etc.).

Color Important indicator of inappropriate industrial sources.  Industrial dry weather
discharges may be of any color, but dark colors, such as brown, gray, or black, are most
common.
Yellow: chemical plants, textile and tanning plants.
Brown: meat packers, printing plants, metal works, stone and concrete, fertilizers, and
petroleum refining facilities.
Red: meat packers.
Gray: dairies, sewage.

Turbidity Often affected by the degree of gross contamination.  Dry weather industrial flows with
moderate turbidity can be cloudy, while highly turbid flows can be opaque.  High
turbidity is often a characteristic of undiluted dry weather industrial discharges.
Cloudy: sanitary wastewater, concrete or stone operations, fertilizer facilities, and
automotive dealers.
Opaque: food processors, lumber mills, metal operations, pigment plants.

Floatable
Matter

A contaminated flow may contain floating solids or liquids directly related to industrial
or sanitary wastewater pollution.  Floatables of industrial origin may include animal fats,
spoiled foods, solvents, sawdust, foams, packing materials, or fuel.  Floatables in
sanitary wastewater include fecal matter, toilet paper, sanitary napkins and condoms.

Deposits and
Stains

Deposits and stains on outfall structures may be evidence of intermittent non-
stormwater discharges.  Deposits and stains include coatings, residues or fragments of
materials.  Grayish- black deposits that contain animal flesh or hair may be from leather
tanneries.  White crystalline powder is usually due to nitrogenous fertilizer wastes.
Excessive sediment deposits may be attributed to construction site erosion. Sources of
oily residues may include petroleum refineries, storage facilities, and/or vehicle service
facilities.

Vegetation Vegetation surrounding an outfall may show the effects of industrial pollutants.
Decaying organic materials coming from food processors may cause increased
vegetation growth.  Other toxic materials from industrial discharges may decrease or kill
vegetation.  Non-stormwater discharges that contain excessive nutrients from
concentrated animal feeding activities may also kill vegetation.

Damage to
Outfall
Structures

Cracking, deterioration, and scouring of concrete or peeling of paint at an outfall pipe
may be caused by severely contaminated industrial discharges that are extremely acid or
basic.  Primary metal industries may discharge highly acidic batch dumps.  Food
processors with discharges that become “septic” produce hydrogen sulfide gas, which
quickly deteriorates metal surfaces.

Temperature Both sanitary wastewater and cooling water may substantially increase the outfall
discharge temperature.  Elevated temperature measurements in discharges that test
negative for detergents are likely to be cooling water discharges.  Sources of cooling
water discharges would be industrial facilities in the drainage area. 
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