
GRADUATE CHARTS PATH
AFTER SUDAN WAR, ABUSE

Five years ago, Achan Akon
made a difficult decision: It was
time for the 14-year-old girl to re-
port her mother to Child Protec-
tive Services.

Her mother was a fighter. A
survivor who became a refugee
from South Sudan’s brutal civil
war and later won a complicated
custody battle to keep her chil-
dren.

But then her life began to un-
ravel. She was drinking more and
getting violent. Akon believed
the mental and emotional stress
of fleeing South Sudan and then
fighting for custody exacer-
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Achan Akon graduated June 9 from On Track Academy. The
senior is originally from Sudan. She fled the civil war there only
to be caught up in a nasty custody case. See GRADUATE, 11

Drive, determination shape student’s independence, 
as she plans to enroll at Spokane Community College

DAN PELLE/THE SPOKESMAN-REVIEW 

Crews work June 1 on constructing a combined sewer overflow tank near the Spokane River on Spokane Falls Boulevard and Lincoln Street. 

Heavy equipment, traffic cones and pulverized
asphalt foretell the coming of massive under-
ground tanks that will soon store millions of gal-
lons of water beneath the feet of downtown Spo-
kane visitors. These giant subterranean concrete
chambers are designed to buy time for the city’s
system that funnels untreated sewage and storm-
water runoff to the water treatment plant. When

that system fails, unclean water gushes from pipes
directly into the river, as it has for decades. Begin-
ning a decade and a half ago, construction of the
tanks is entering its final stage in 2017, as the city
races to beat the clock on a deadline imposed by
environmental regulators. Inside, learn how these
tanks work, where they are being buried and what
prompted the city to build them in the first place.

UPGRADES
UNDERGROUND

MORE ON CSO WATER TANK PROJECTS ON NEWS, 6-7
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Larry the Cable Guy proud 
to be part of ‘Cars,’ as the 
child-favorite franchise releases
its third movie. TODAY, 1 
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AMAZON BUYS
WHOLE FOODS

FOR $13.7B
Deal by online retail
giant has consumers
wondering if radical

shopping experiments
will revolutionize how
people buy groceries
and more. NEWS, 9

Over the next few
days, pools around Spo-
kane will begin their
regular seasons. Find
hours of operation and
costs for 11 aquatic cen-
ters in the area, as well
as open swim periods
and average numbers of
visitors. 

NORTHWEST, 1

Sign of
summer:

Area pools
opening

WOMAN WHO
URGED SUICIDE
OF BOYFRIEND
FOUND GUILTY

Massachusetts judge, in
landmark case, rules

Michelle Carter is
responsible for his death
via texts, calls. NEWS, 3

SNEEZING OR
SNIFFLING? THIS

MAY BE WHY
Tree pollination delayed

by a wet spring has
overlapped with heavy
grass pollination and

wind, creating a perfect
recipe for allergies, WSU
says. NORTHWEST, 2

7 Navy crew missing,
captain injured in
collision off Japan

TOKYO – Seven Navy sailors
were missing and the captain
and at least two others were in-
jured after a U.S. destroyer and
a container ship collided off the
coast of Japan before dawn Sa-
turday, the U.S. Navy and Japa-
nese coast guard reported. 

Rescuers were searching for
the seven sailors who were
thought to have been thrown in-
to the sea or possibly trapped
inside damaged sections of the
destroyer, said Japanese coast
guard spokesman Yoshihito Na-

kamura. None of the crew of the
container ship was reported in-
jured. 

Footage from the Japanese
TV network NHK showed Navy
crew members working to
pump water from flooded sec-
tions of the mid-right side of the
USS Fitzgerald. The Navy’s 7th
Fleet said flooding was stabil-
ized and sailors from the USS
Dewey came aboard to assist in
damage control. 

The ship’s captain, Cmdr.
Bryce Benson, was airlifted to
the U.S. Naval Hospital in Yoko-

By Ken Moritsugu
ASSOCIATED PRESS

At least 2 others hurt after U.S. destroyer
collides with larger merchant ship

See NAVY, 11
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OVERFLOW TO CSO TANKS

OVERRFLOW TO

There’s nothing complicated about the massive chambers of 
concrete being buried downtown, capable of storing millions of 
gallons of water.

“If the Romans cared about it, they would have done it,” said 
Marcia Davis, a principal engineer with the city who’s helped 

design the tanks over the past decade.
The city first turned to the idea of combined sewer overflow 

storage tanks in 2003, burying a chamber capable of storing 
360,000 gallons of runoff near the Riverside Park Water Reclama-
tion Facility. The idea was to buy time during heavy rains and 

major snowmelts, when the tanks are capable of storing stormwa-
ter runoff that would otherwise stress the sewer pipes in areas of 
the city where the two systems haven’t been split.

In the years since, Spokane has buried another 14 tanks, with 
eight more scheduled or being built now. City officials say it’s the 

most cost-effective way to meet pollution standards for the river as 
determined by state and federal agencies.

The city expects to spend $144 million to put the entire storage 
system online, most of that funding coming from the purchase of 
so-called “green bonds” in 2014.

OVERLOOK PARK PROJECT

2005: City prepares 
CSO reduction plan, 
including costs for 
installing new tanks.

OVERFLOW EVENTS: HOW MUCH IS TOO MUCH?

TO TREATMENT PLANT

STORMWATER & SEWAGE

COMBINED SEWER OVERFLOW (CSO)
If too much stormwater gets into the large sewer pipes, 
called interceptors, the whole system can back up, and 
pressure can cause the interceptors to burst, which is 
an even bigger problem.

The major sewer pipes are fitted with weirs - 
holes built into the pipe wall that send 
the gushing runoff into another 
pipe that flows into the 
river if the water level 
gets too high.

MANAGING STORMWATER

Story by By Kip Hill | Graphics by Jeff Goertzen
THE SPOKESMAN-REVIEW

In 2017, the city is beginning construction on some of its largest tanks to date, 
including two downtown that will be able to hold more than 4 million gallons of 
runoff combined when they’re complete.

WHY STORAGE TANKS?
In the 1980s, the city split the sanitary sewer and 
stormwater systems in northern sections of 
Spokane at a cost of about $50 million, but the rocky 
soil on the South Hill and heavily paved downtown 
kept those areas from receiving the same treatment. 

What sits on top of the stormwater tank is determined by city planners and the 
representatives of the neighborhood where they’ve been built. 

The massive tank along the bluff near City Hall will feature an overlook of the 
river, and the city also plans signage indicating what is beneath visitors’ feet.

“Our citizens are spending hundreds of millions of dollars to upgrade the plant 
and protect the river from overflows,” said Marlene Feist, director of strategic 
development for the public works and utilities department.

CSO TANKS

Completed 2003-2017 Under construction

A permit from the Department of 
Ecology allowing the city to discharge 
untreated water into the river will limit 
such events to one per pipe, per year.

Brook Beeler, a spokeswoman for the 
Ecology Department in Spokane, said the 
department follows the Environmental 
Protection Agency's policy on combined 
sewer outflows, which allow the one per 
site, per year standard.

The local chapter of the environmen-
talist group Sierra Club has questioned 
the EPA’s policy and whether it conforms 
to the Clean Water Act, a federal law 
mandating stricter standards for public 
water quality enacted in 1972.

“This is a policy the EPA enacted 
decades ago. We think the statute is 
stronger than any policy,” said Rachael P. 
Osborn, a water law attorney and 
longtime environmental advocate in the 
region.

Osborn said the club believes the city 
and Ecology Department could be 
susceptible to a legal challenge if the 
discharge permit includes the one 
outflow per year, per pipe standard, but 
wouldn’t say if the Sierra Club would be 
the one filing a lawsuit. The organization 
has previously taken legal action in
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CLIMBING WALL
A climbing wall feature is 
being proposed over the 
Bosch lot tank that has 
been under construction 
since last year.

HOW A CSO TANK WORKS

During heavy 
rains or 

snowmelt, water 
captured in 
combined sewage 
pipes that would 
otherwise go to a 
nearby pipe spilling 
into the river is 
routed instead by 
weirs to the tank.

THE PARK THAT WILL HELP CLEAN THE RIVER

SEWER OUTFALL
Under extreme conditions, combined
sewage is allowed to overflow into rivers.

COLUMNAR BASALT
RETAINING WALL

“BUBBLE” IN THE SYSTEM
The underground tanks are a stopgap measure of keeping that 
gushing water from tripping the weirs and sending untreated 
runoff from flowing into the river. A former city engineer referred 
to the structures as “a bubble” in the system.

DETAIL

federal court regarding the amount of 
permitted polychlorinated biphenyls 
(PCBs), a pollutant in many household 
items produced up until 1979 that has 
been identified as a potential carcino-
gen, that could be discharged into the 
Spokane River, a case that is currently 
on standby in U.S. District Court in 
Seattle after appellate courts dismissed 
the first round of complaints.

The Lands Council, a conservation 
group that has also submitted comments 
on the permitted allowances and is 
participating in the Spokane Regional

OVERFLOW EVENTS

Toxics Task Force monitoring pollu-
tion in the river, believes the tanks 
currently under construction are the 
most reasonable way to limit potential-
ly harmful runoff.

“This is a huge improvement for the 
city, and a way that’s not going to 
totally bankrupt those who have to pay 
for it,” said Mike Petersen, executive 
director of the council.

Both Osborn and Petersen said after 
years of delays, the city has been 
working toward addressing the runoff 
issue.

2007: 192,000-gal-
lon collection tank 
installed at River-
side and Clarke 
avenues.

2008: City signs agree-
ment with Sierra Club to 
update infrastructure at 
sites prone to overflow 
during dry weather.

2011: 137,000-gallon 
collection tank 
installed at Buckeye 
Avenue and 
Nettleton Street.

2012: 365,000-gallon 
collection tank installed 
at Magnolia/Altamont 
streets and South 
Riverton Avenue.

2013: 1,040,000-gal-
lon collection tank 
installed at 20th 
Avenue and Ray 
Street.

2014: 1,500,000-gallon collection tank 
installed at Hartson Avenue and Regal 
Street; 450,000-gallon collection tank 
installed at Sprague Avenue and 
Sprague Way.

2015: 1,430,000-gallon collection tank installed 
at Underhill Park; 254,000-gallon collection tank 
installed at 902 E. Sprague Ave.; 900,000-gallon 
collection tank installed at Northwest Boulevard 
and Providence Avenue.

2016: 700,000-gallon tank begins 
construction on Pettet Drive, better 
known as “Doomsday Hill.” The road 
remains open for Bloomsday but 
closes for cycling race SpokeFest.

2017: Ground is broken, or scheduled to be broken, on several CSO projects around 
town, among them the largest tanks built to date, both in downtown: A 2.2 million-gal-
lon tank at First Avenue and Adams Street, and a 2.1 million-gallon tank near City Hall, 
which will overlook the Spokane River. City officials moved quickly on these projects to 
meet a deadline established by the Washington Department of Ecology.

TRANSIT SHELTERRAIN GARDEN

FLUSH CHAMBER

SUMP

FOOD TRUCKS

Untreated 
water first fills 

what’s known as a 
“flush chamber” near 
the entrance to the 
tank. As the water 
level rises, it spills 
over a wall in the 
flush chamber and 
fills the rest of the 
tank.

At the other 
end of the 

tank, connected to a 
discharge pipe that 
feeds back into the 
sewer interceptor, is 
a pit called a “sump” 
that funnels water 
down into a 
discharge gate.

Though the tanks come in different shapes and 
sizes, here’s essentially how they work:

2016: 166

“Our sense was that if we could give back to the community in some way from these 
projects, that’s what we wanted to do.”

The $32 million project will be the city’s largest stormwater project ever. Built 
atop a huge underground tank will be a promenade with overlooks, landscaping, 
shaded seating and places for vendors and food trucks.

Each tank’s design is different, based on where it’s being built. The city will

have to build a pair of tanks in the East Sprague district that will 
float in groundwater during the wet seasons, and the tank 
under construction near City Hall will require 50-foot-long 
metal bracings clutching the earth beneath the downtown 
library to keep it from tumbling down the cliff face.

“Every one has their own complications,” Davis said.
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The discharge gate’s 
opening is controlled by 

a regulator, manufactured by a 
company called HydroSlide, 
that is essentially a float. “The 
higher the flow, this float goes 
up and closes the pipe opening. 
It just slides over it,” said Davis. 
“We do that so we won’t ever 
have more than our allowed 
flow going to the interceptor.”

As the storm or 
snowmelt 

subsides, and flow in 
the interceptor pipe 
lessens, more 
untreated water is 
released out of the 
tank and into the pipe 
to the treatment 
facility.

As the float rises,
the valve closes;
slowing the flow
of water

FLOAT

VALVE

W
ATER FLOW

4

Once the tank’s main 
chamber is empty, a gate 

at the bottom of the flow 
chamber opens, releasing a 
torrent of stored water along the 
tank’s floor that washes away 
any residue.

The empty tank sits idle until the 
next rain or snow event.

Opening the flush gate clears out any debris in the tank

OVERLOOK PARK
(Detail below) The city 
plans to build a public 
greenspace over the tank 
that’s going in next to
City Hall downtown.

WEIR
A barrier to control water levels. 
When runoff water gets too high 
it is sent to overflow tanks

After heavy rains have subsided, 
the water is pumped to the 
treatment plant.
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