SUMMARY

During the first 150 years of the City of Memphis’ exis-
tence, all the wastewater generated by its citizens and
businesses was dumped untreated into the rivers, creeks,
and ditches in and around the community. This was one of
the primary causes of the famous yellow fever epidemic in
1878. It was not until 1975 that the first attempt was made
to treat the wastewater generated by the southern half of
the City at the T. E. Maxson Wastewater Treatment Facility.
Two years later in August of 1977, the M.C. Stiles Wastewa-
ter Treatment Facility was completed and began serving
the northern half of the City.

The Stiles Facility now serves over 300,000 people. The
people, businesses, and industries in the service area gen-
erate approximately 100 million gallons of wastewater
each day (MGD). The wastewater is conveyed to the facil-
ity, mostly by gravity, through hundreds of miles of lateral
sewers and interceptor sewers. Each sewer line converges
with a larger line until, at last, one large interceptor sewer
conveys the total sewage flow into the Stiles Facility. The
interceptor sewer is about sixty feet below ground level
when it enters the facility.

If nature were left to treat this wastewater in its own
natural way, then the organic portion of the wastewater
would be naturally decomposed through an aerobic pro-
cess and/or an anaerobic process. With an aerebic degra-
dation process, free oxygen is used by certain types of bac-
teria and other microorganisms to maintain their activity
as they utilize the organic waste as a food source. This is a

very rapid degradation process, enly requiring from

a few hours to several days, and is characterized by a lack of
obnoxious odors.

The anaerobic degradation process, on the other hand, uti-
lizes a different group of microorganisms that thrive where
no free oxygen exists. The anaerobic organisms also utilize
the organic portion of the sewage as a food source but the
degradation of the organic particles will require at least sev-
eral days, possibly years, Furthermore, this process is charac-
terized by unpleasant odors.

The disadvantage of allowing nature to treat wastewater on
its own is that man has a tendency to discharge more sewage
into a lake, stream, or river than it can treat aerobically.
Nature is continuously dissolving free oxygen from the atmo-
sphere into a body of water with the help of waves or turbu-
lence. The living animals in the water, such as fish or microor-
ganisms, must be able to utilize the oxygen in order to live. If
too much sewage is discharged into a stream, then the

microarganisms will use the dissolved oxygen faster than
nature is able to replenishit. When all the dissolved oxygen
is gone, then the anaerobic arganisms will take over. The
aerobic arganisms, as well as fish and othér aquatic life that
depend on free oxygen, will die and the body of water will
turn black and emit a foul odor.

To avoid this type of stream deterioration, a treatment facil-
ity must maintain a controlled aerobic or anaerobic degrada-
tion process that will remove almost all of the organic matter
from the wastewater before it is discharged into a stream.
The Stiles Facility employs aerobic bielogical degradation as
its primary method of removing pollutants in the wastewater.
The total amount of time required to complete this treatment
process is about six hours.

City of Memphis
Division of Public Works
Stiles Wastewater Treatment Facility
2303 N. Second Street
Memphis, TN 38102~
Phone: 901-636-4300 Fax: 901-357-4607
E-mail: treatmentplants@memphistn.gov
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