
 

 

 

February 5, 2021 
Remote via zoom 

 
Attendees:  

 
Members: Karen Lachmayr (Chair), Wayne Chouinard (Vice-Chair), Adrianna Cillo (BWSC), Craig 

Allen, Dan Winograd, George Atallah, James Guiod (AB), Kannan Vembu, Martin Pillsbury, Mary 

Adelstein, Philip Ashcroft, Stephen Greene, Taber Keally (Members in attendance in bold) 
 
Guests: Lou Taverna (AB); Wendy Leo, Steve Rhode, Michele Gillen, Sally Carroll, Maret Smolow, 

Meg Tabackso, Danielle DiRuzza, David Wu, Denise Ellis-Hibbert (MWRA); Stephen Perkins 

(MyRWA), Jim Barsanti, Joe Nerden (DEP), Matthew Liebman (EPA & OMSAP), Lexi Dewey 

(WSCAC), Diane Stokes (Cambridge DPW), Debra Darby (TetraTech), Vandana Rao (EoEA), Julie 

Simpson (OMSAP) 
 
Staff: Andreae Downs 

 
VOTE: December Minutes 
 
REPORTS: 

 
MWRA: CSO notification bill passed & signed. MWRA already does much of what the law requires. 

James McPherson retires today and is Director of WW operations. Director of Western Operations, Guy 

Foss passed away this month.  

 
AB: Preliminary round of budget briefings done. More to come Hearing (remote) on budget in March--

hitting the year of remote meetings. Operations Committee monitoring wastewater metering replacement, 

which has begun and the freeze on sewer rate recalculations has also begun. Bernie Cooper of Norwood 

and chair of the AB Finance Committee passed away last week. 
 
Director--EPA has adopted OMSAP’s suggested removal of some harbor and bay monitoring from 

MWRA’s permit--a milestone and a cost savings. 
Matthew Liebman: changes were not a surprise; have been years in the making. Result of a lack of 

evidence of long-term deleterious impacts from the Outfall. Removed benthic sampling and O2 levels in 

the sediments. Getting rid of some of the winter flounder monitoring in background sites. 
 
--ED hard at work collecting allies on wipes labelling legislation for non-flushable, plastic wipes. Is now 

ready to file. Draft legislation is available. Interest from CLF, MMA, sponsors include the Advisory 

Board. 
 
--Tuesday is a day-long EBC webinar on PFAS.  
--Metro Tunnel has made new critical hires 



 

 

--DCR Watershed have hired a few new people 
--Ashland and Burlington have joined MWRA water 
--MWRA will have a budget surplus again this year; is below $500m in debt principle, a milestone 
--Reminder that the joint April meeting on the MWRA budgets will be April 20th, 10:30. 

 
PRESENTATION 

 
Michelle Gillen & Steve Rhode COVID Updates  
 
Response to the Pandemic 

 
Early planning--fortunate that MWRA already had a stockpile of N95 masks as part of its pandemic 

planning, and donated to other frontline workers. 

 
Remote & teleworking for those who could, developed a remote work protocol and added technology 
Staggered crews, created remote muster sites, dropped to 1 person/vehicle except when windows can be 

opened. 

 
Protocols for public drop-off/pickup; protocols for positive cases & anyone they were in contact with. 

Created construction protocols 

 
Temporary impact on benchmarks:  

 



 

 

 
400-500 staff are or can telework. Limited visitors. Holding meetings and hiring virtually. In-person only 

for new hire orientation. 

 
In the facilities, protective barriers and signage. 
 
Wastewater Testing Steve: 

 
Already had a 3-year relationship with Biobot testing sewage.  
 
Biobot asked MWRA if could sample wastewater for COVID, MWRA also handed them pre-COVID 

samples to demonstrate that what they were finding was new. Now one of the main indicators of 

population COVID incidence. 
 
People all over the world are monitoring wastewater for COVID signals. MWRA coauthors on two 

papers.  
 
Amsterdam published first, but Biobot and MWRA published first in US. Sending samples to CDC and 

others. CDC hopes to cover half the US with sewer sampling. 

 

 
 
Outer lipid envelope is very fragile--broken by soap & water. Test for two fragments of genetic material. 

Similar to DNA signals in detective TV shows--can be detected, but they are not viable. 

 



 

 

Calibrating is difficult; amount of virus people shed is widely variable. Biobot also tested neighborhoods 

in BWSC & published that. 

 
Testing daily since November 

 

 
 

Gillen: 
 
We are now offering voluntary COVID testing to staff. Has paid dividends--can test both asymptomatic 

and symptomatic cases (the latter in cars). A handful of the asymptomatic staff tested positive and we 

were able to stop the spread there. 
 
Vaccine: everyone eager to get the vaccine. Wastewater and water employees are in line at Phase 2 C, 

after people over 65. Exploring options for onsite vaccinations. Survey of staff shows 70-75% would like 

to get the vaccine when available.  

 
Fortunate that MWRA has avoided significant operational impacts from the pandemic. 94 tested positive 

out of over 1,000 employees. As of today, 43 employees out on Covid-related matters. 18 tested positive. 

Been very conservative about bringing exposed people back to work. Seen very little workplace 

exposures.  
 
Future? MWRA challenge: child and adult care. Teleworking helps some of our employees, but some 

cannot work from home. Added flexibility so they can juggle care and work. Not sure in what form 



 

 

teleworking will continue, but it will. Many trainings went online and many may continue. Some cannot 

go online. Technology--had to get licenses for WebEx, issue devices. Evaluating what future hardware 

and software we may need. Checking staffing levels. Future space needs--CNY--do we need all or some 

of that space? 

 
Questions: 
 
Will there be a report on Lessons Learned?  
 
Yes, at some point, we will do a full update of operations, documentation and why decisions made a 

certain way. 
 
Can biobot find new variants of the virus?  MIT research partners are working on finding the new 

variants, DPH is also working on that. Not sure been successful. It’s a lot more work. 
 
Will vaccination affect amount of virus shed into the wastewater? No--current vaccines approved in the 

US are not using the virus pieces that Biobot is looking for. But some of the vaccines in other parts of the 

world may have this effect. 
 
How are the wastewater COVID samples taken? E.g., time of day, number of samples composited, etc.? 

 
We have composite samplers at Deer Island. Take a small grab every 15 minutes over 24 hours. Pick up 

daily.  
 
Once biobot gets your sample, how long before it shows up on the MWRA website?  

 
Biobot is only open on weekdays. They receive them about 11 am. Turnaround is 2-3 days before we get 

their report. We post it within an hour or so after getting the report. Friday’s report comes in at 10 pm, so 

often not until Saturday that it’s posted. Usually end of day.  
 
Joe Nerden: Do you know the number of asymptomatic cases there were out of the 94 positives at 

MWRA? 

 
Probably between 20-30%. Most of them get tested because someone else in household positive and they 

decided to test. 

 
The 2003 pandemic plan--did it work, or are you starting over? 
 
This plan was put in place after the original SARS. Tweaked after 9/11 when we developed a continuity 

of operations plan. Those two things fit together.  

 
Our plan, CDC’s and DPH plan were based on the flu--expectation of 4-6 weeks of pandemic, then a lull 

over the summer. Didn’t anticipate that or the contact tracing. In constant dialog. Have sent home over 

400 employees because of exposure.  
 
Now have people working in pods, so always an alternate group to keep things running. Lots of lessons 

learned that will add resiliency to MWRA operations. 

 



 

 

There’s been no evidence of wastewater transmitting this virus. Viruses are one reason we are in this 

business, and our safety protocols are there to keep our employees safe. 

 

What about ventilation in new buildings as staff return? Yes, looking at that way in the 

beginning, continue to look at that. We have adjusted our airflows accordingly. Is there an effect 

on energy efficiency? Not sure. MWRA is adjusting as we go. 


