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The Safe Drinking 
Water Act (SDWA) 

was originally passed 
by Congress in 1974 

to protect public 
health by regulating 
the nation’s public 

drinking water supply. 
The law was 

amended in 1986 and 
1996 and requires 
many actions to 

protect drinking water 
and its sources—

rivers, lakes, 
reservoirs, springs, 
and ground water 

wells.

SDWA recognizes 
that since everyone 

drinks water, 
everyone has the 

right to know what’s 
in it and where it 

comes from. All water 
suppliers must notify 
consumers quickly 

when there is a 
serious problem with 
water quality.  Utilities 
are also required to 
send a Consumer 
Confidence Report 

each year.

National drinking 
water standards are 
legally enforceable, 
which means that 
both US EPA and 
states can take 

enforcement actions 
against water 

systems not meeting 
safety standards.
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• Provides piped water for human consumption to at least 15 connections OR regularly 
serves an average of 25 persons per day for at least 60 days of the year (restaurant, 
motels, parks, breweries, wineries, wedding venues, campgrounds, and marinas)

What is a public waterworks?

• 20 of the largest waterworks serve over 55% on the population

• Only ~1% of the population in Virginia is not served by a public waterworks in some capacity

ODW regulates 2,825 waterworks in Virginia.

• We perform sanitary surveys 

• We issue construction and operations permits 

• We enforce chemical and bacteriological water quality 

• We provide technical assistance 

• We provide financial and construction financial assistance to waterworks

• We coordinate with other state agencies and provide Emergency Management technical assistance

ODW is the regulatory office that oversees all public waterworks systems 
in Virginia.  We then report to the EPA.  



Regional Field Office Map
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What We Do Not Do
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We do not provide 
emergency drinking 

water resources

We do not regulate 
private connections into 
homes or businesses

We do not regulate 
private wells or septic 

systems (OEHS)

• We do regulate waterworks 
that use community wells to 

provide water

We do not do anything 
related to sewage 
(DEQ), unless it is 

affecting a water source 
used for drinking water

We do not issue 
advisories for 

recreational water uses 
(OEHS)

• Shellfish

• Swimming



Overview of Helene Response
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Staffing the VEOC 24 hours a day 
with ESF #3 (Public Works and 
Engineering) began 9/27/24.

Coordination with many state partners 
including DEQ and DCR

Coordination within VDH due to the 
large scope of damage within the 
whole SW

Initially reports of damage were limited due to various factors 
including ODW staff living in the affected area, poor cell service, 
internet outages, and flooding. 

When the flooding receded, there 
were various emergencies 
including 

Debris in South Holston Lake 
(petroleum sheen), Washington 
County having 6 miles of water line 
damaged or destroyed, increased 
turbidity (an extreme increase) in the 
New River



By the Numbers
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40 BWA across 

14 localities

Span from simple power 
outages that were quickly 

resolved (2-3 days) to 
complete loss of services for a 
week+, to BWA for 10-12 days

150,000+ people affected by 
water emergencies during 

Helene

11 ODW staff 
responded for a total of 

approx. 1,178 hours

Significant coordination, 
response, technical 

assistance, information 
sharing, etc.  

3 systems had major 
issues that required 

significant coordination

South Holston Lake debris, 
Washington Co. in 

Damascus/Taylors Valley, 
Montgomery County extended 

BWA.  



Map
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A Few Pictures (drone footage)
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Successes
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Public Health was at 
the forefront of the 
VDH response and 

was maintained 
throughout all 

programs/divisions

VDH held separate 
VDH only coordination 
calls which enabled us 
as an agency to have a 

common operating 
picture

VDH was able to staff 
two ESFs when 

needed and OEP 
worked seamlessly 

with ODW

ODW was onsite with 
staff living in the 

community and knew 
the challenges and the 

resiliency that SW 
Virginia had



And Challenges
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Limited ODW bench 
depth for responding to 

large scale emergencies 
that extend multiple 

weeks

ODW staff living in the 
affected area with limited 
capacity to bring in other 

staff or hotel options

Widespread damage, 
but various issues 

across the SW.  No one 
locality had the same 

water issues

Burnout within ODW 
from previous responses 

with limited staff

Concerns that VDH 
Leadership did not 

understand role of ODW 
in the VEOC/VEST 
during large scale 

emergencies

Unknown capacity to 
bring in other emergency 
coordinators throughout 
VDH to help with staffing



After a very busy year… 
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ODW is working to 
improve various 

processes, including 
emergency services

ODW is working to improve 
bench depth for emergency 
staffing

• Emergency Planner being 
hired in the new year

ODW is working to improve 
relationships with waterworks 
before, during and after an 
emergency

• Capacity and Capability survey 
before, during and throughout a 
widespread emergency to better 
gauge ability to handle an 
emergency

ODW is working with VDH 
OEP, OEHS, DEQ and others 

on the Community Based 
Emergency Response Series 

(CBERS) to provide more 
information on roles and 

responsibilities at the local level 
in the spring of 2025

ODW is co-hosting with 
EPA a Power Resiliency 
Workshop for waterworks 
and localities in January 

2025

And so much 
more! 



QUESTIONS?? 
Jessica Coughlin
Emergency Services Coordinator
Office of Drinking Water
Virginia Department of Health
Cell: (804) 340-9759
Jessica.Coughlin@vdh.virginia.gov
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