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Occasionally the question comes up; what is the 
difference between primary treatment compared to 
secondary treatment?  According to the California 
State University Training Manual, more 
communally referred to as the Ken Kerri manual, 
the definition of secondary treatment is:  A 
wastewater treatment process used to convert 
dissolved or suspended materials into a form readily 
separated from the water being treated.  Usually the 
process follows primary treatment by 
sedimentation.  The process commonly is a type of 
biological treatment process followed by secondary 
clarifiers that allow the solids to settle out from the 
water being treated. 
 
Since the dawn of time human waste has been a 
problem to dispose of.  At first, when the world 
population was sparse, the problem was easy to take 
car of. When things got too full or begun to become 
too odorous, it was just a simple matter of moving 
the tribe, so to speak.  Simple enough, but as 
populations grew and we went from nomads and 
hunters to cultivating crops and staying in a 
centralized concentrated areas the matter of what to 
do with our waste became very important.   
 
Some historians believe that before recorded history 
many civilizations simply ceased to exist and 
disappeared completely leaving no trace.  The belief 
being that it was due to the inability and or 
ignorance of what was to be done with the 
generated fecal waste material that was produced.   
The reasoning behind this train of thought is the 
findings of large areas of salts that surround the 
known population areas, leaving the land fallow and 
unable to support life forms thus destroying any and 
all agriculture.   
 
Taking a quantum leap in history lets examine what 
later civilizations were doing with their waste.  We 
know that the Greeks, Egyptians and Romans all 
had some sort of central collection system for the 
collection and disposal of wastewater.  Not much is 
known about any type of treatment preformed, but 
the consensus is that the wastewater was simply 
transported away from the population centers.  

Usually it was transported to some water body such 
as a river and more commonly to the ocean and 
disposed of in that manor.   
 
All was well until what is now referred to as the 
Dark Ages, considered by some to start in a period 
of about 400 AD. and last to about 1000 AD.  What 
happen then is very interesting. Some have 
connected this to the Dark Age Cold Period (100-
700), when there was a decline in temperature 
globally which reduced agricultural harvest thus 
pushing a majority of the population to more urban 
areas.  Everywhere, the gradual break-down of 
economic and social linkages and infrastructure 
took place.  In large cities such as London and Paris 
the sewer systems were no longer adequate to 
handle the increase in population and it became a 
common practice to dump the bed chamber pot out 
the window.  Death and destruction followed in the 
form of many diseases Cholera, Diphtheria, 
Hepatitis, and not least of all the Plague, which by 
the way wiped out nearly two thirds of the 
European population.   
 
Let us take another quantum leap and move into to 
Twentieth Century.  All is well you say, but not so 
fast, let’s take a look. Yes, the Plague was 
conquered but what about the other diseases I 
mentioned?  Cholera and Diphtheria were still 
common in our larger cities; people were still dying 
as late as 1910 in some of our larger cities of these 
diseases. Life expectancies weren’t all that great 
either not to mention infant mortality.   
 
The ushering in of modern wastewater treatment 
didn’t happen until the late Nineteenth and early 
Twentieth Century.  It wasn’t until then that most 
scientists began to realize the important function 
that microorganisms played in the waste treatment 
process.  Progress in the treatment of human waste 
was agonizingly slow. Larger municipalities began 
to look for ways to treat the waste that was being 
sent out raw to our rivers, streams and oceans. By 
mid-century primary treatment was in common use, 
but much more was needed.  As late as the 1970s 
dumping of raw human waste and other toxicants 
into our waterways was common.  I have covered 
this subject in an earlier article so I am not going to 
spend a lot of time on it in this article. RE: ( The 
Wolds of Oregon). 



 

 
Treatment Facility in The Dalles, Oregon 
 
In the early 1970s many people decided that 
something must be done to control water pollution.  
The United States Congress passed the “Federal 
Water Pollution Control Act Amendments of 1972” 
(PL 92-500) and subsequent amendments. The 
objective of this Act is to restore and maintain the 
quality of the Nation’s waterways. As a result of the 
Congressional Act of 1972, secondary treatment 
was added to most existing wastewater treatment 
systems.  Low interest loans and grant moneys were 
provided for upgrades of treatment systems and also 
for construction of new wastewater treatment plants 
 

Grant funds that were plentiful during the peak 
period of the 70s, 80s, and 90s are becoming much 
harder to obtain; however, many more new plants 
and especially upgrades to existing plants need to be 
completed in order to maintain the ever tightening 
standards for effluent discharge. But, be that as it 
may, how nice it is to now enjoy clean waterways 
and oceans, and an added bonus is, waterborne 
disease such as mentioned above, in our country, 
are now almost non-existent. We are the leaders of 
the world in this area - bar none, and I for one am 
very proud of what we have accomplished.  Once 
again I must say: my hat’s off to the wastewater 
operator. GREAT JOB!!!    Dave  

 


