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Sanitation Districts Embark on Novel Coronavirus Research 

The Los Angeles County Sanitation Districts (Sanitation Districts) manage wastewater for more than
5.6 million residents in 78 cities and unincorporated areas in Los Angeles County.  Since the outbreak of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, we have been closely following developments and taken all appropriate 
measures to ensure that we are protecting the health of our workers, the general public, as well as the 
environment. We have also recently started research that could potentially help public health officials 
manage the pandemic.   

Recent studies by others have reported that the novel coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2) is present in the feces of 
infected individuals.1,2,3  Genetic material (RNA, not viable virus) from the novel coronavirus has been 
found in wastewater (sewage) entering treatment plants.  To date, it is unknown whether the virus is 
capable of causing infection, nor is there evidence that the disease is transmitted even by raw sewage, and 
experts agree that wastewater treatment processes should effectively kill the coronavirus.4,5,6  We have 
started taking daily samples of the wastewater entering our two largest treatment plants (the Joint Water 
Pollution Control Plant and the San Jose Creek East Water Reclamation Plant) and are analyzing the 
wastewater for the level of RNA from the novel coronavirus.   

Because wastewater treatment plants collect wastewater across large regions, measuring the level of RNA 
in untreated wastewater may provide valuable insight into the percentage of people infected within a 
region.  These measurements may provide additional information for decision making because these tests 
count all people currently infected, not just those who have sought an individual test. 

Sanitation Districts staff are measuring RNA levels using the test that the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC) developed for patient diagnosis in the United States.  We are also sending samples to 
researchers at the University of Arizona who are measuring RNA levels for comparison with our results.  
In addition, we are providing samples for a project sponsored by the State Water Resources Control 
Board and for studies conducted by other universities and organizations.  

If you have questions regarding our research efforts, please contact Mr. Nikos Melitas at 
nmelitas@lacsd.org or (562) 908-4288, extension 2816.  
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